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ABSTRACT
THE PERCEPTIONS OF STAFF AND STUDENTS IN AN
ALTERNATIVE HIGH SCHOOL PROGRAM USING REALITY
THERAPY BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT
MAY 1987
ELIZABETH TAYLOR TAMBORELLA, B.A., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., BRIDGEWATER STATE COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Kenneth A. Parker

The purpose of this study was to investigate how adolescents labelled
"troubled" respond to the use of Reality Therapy procedures in a
structured alternative school environment. This study examined the
perceptions and attitudes of twenty students and six staff members in an
alternative public high school located in southeastern Massachusetts.
The following three questions were addressed in this study:
1.

If students participate in a Reality Therapy Program, will
there be a decline in truancy and disruptive behavior?

2.

What changes do students and staff perceive in themselves
as a result of their involvement in the Reach High School
Program?

3.

Does the alternative school environment meet the needs of
troubled adolescents?

The data for this study were obtained by the use of in-depth

interview schedules, student permanent records, student attendance
reports, student suspension reports and the Statements About Schools
Inventory (SASI). This instrument is based on Maslow's Needs
Hierarchy and measures the extent to which schools meet students'
needs for a safe, stable environment (security), for interpersonal
relationships (social), for success and achievement (esteem), and for
personal growth (self-actualization). The SASI is an eighty-eight item
Lickert-type scale which yields scores related to staff and students'
conception of schools as well as scores related to their ideal (the schools
they would like to attend) conception of schools.
The findings of the study support the following conclusions:
1.

The use of Reality Therapy techniques that govern the
forms of student-teacher interactions in the alternative
school program are effective in producing increased
students' attendance and decreased rates of students’
suspensions.

2.

Students and staff experienced positive changes in self¬
perception as a result of their involvement in the
alternative school program.

3.

Students in the alternative school environment had
positive perceptions regarding personal and academic
needs satisfaction.

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that significant and
positive changes in students and staff of an alternative high school can
be brought about through the impact of a Reality Therapy behavior
management program.
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Emergence of Alternative Education

Literally thousands of alternative educational programs have
emerged as adjuncts to conventional schools during the past two decades.
The current alternative school movement may be traced back to the
progressive education movement of the late 60's and early 70's.
According to L.A. Cremin, "The child-centered theme and social reform
theme have persisted into the present day movement.^
The philosophical constructs and organizational framework of the
alternative school programs are many and varied. However, one common
thread exists that links the alternative school movement together; the
assumption that personal and educational needs of their students are best
met outside the realm of the conventional school setting. A justification
for these schools is that they offer clear alternatives to conventional
school programs.
Vernon H. Smith noted that, regardless of type, alternative
1 Lawrence A. Cremin, "The Free School Movement: A
Perspective", Today’s Education. (1974): 72-73.

1

2

schools tend to have several characteristics in common. These
include (1) provisions for options within public education for
pupils, parents and teachers; (2) commitment to be responsive to
some felt need within the community; (3) flexibility and
responsiveness to planned change; and (4) emphasis on being
humane to pupils and teachers. ^
Alternative Schools In The 1980's
Alternative schools have persisted into the 80’s as special units in
public school systems, often for the purpose of retaining students who
would otherwise drop out. Low-income and minority students who are
most susceptible to a range of school problems have become the principle
beneficiaries of alternative schools in urban areas.^
It is reasonable to assume that alternative schools continue to have
the propensity to evolve into viable educational options for those students
who, for a number of social and emotional reasons, are unable to conform
to the traditional educational process. Gregory and Smith contend that
alternative school programs continue to exist within the public sector as a
test to the premise that it is possible to offer contrasting and equally
9

Vernon H. Smith, "Alternatives in Secondary Education", NASSP
Bulletin 60:400 (1976): 110.
Stephen F. Hamilton," Alternative Schools for the 80's: Lessons
from the Past", Urban Education 16 (1981): 131.

3

legitimate learning climates within a given school system 4
Alternative Schools for Troubled Adolescents
In many public schools systems, the development of alternative
secondary programs in the 1980's is a response to the accelerating
student drop-out rates, chronic truancy, suspension, apathy and
alienation from the authority system of the conventional high school.
The majority of these troubled adolescents may be labeled "behavior
disorder" or "antisocial personality disorder." Their individual records
often contain descriptions such as disruptive, delinquent, aggressiveacting-out behaviors, withdrawn, emotionally disturbed, drug and/or
alcohol abuse.
In compliance with Public Law 94-142, public school systems are
responsible for providing educational programs for all handicapped
children, including students with severe behavioral disorders up to the
age of 21. By not complying with Public Law 94-142, school systems
my be subject to lawsuits entailing the payment of expensive fees for
residential treatment programs of individual adolescents. These private
residential programs generally charge fees ranging from $20,000 to
$30,000 per child per year., whereas, public alternative school annual
4 Thomas B. Gregory, Gerald R. Smith, "Differences Between

Alternative and Conventional Schools in Meeting Student's Needs", a
paper presented at the American Educational Research Association,
Montreal, April 1983, 2.

4

fees usually range from $4,500 to $9,000 per student.
In addition, the local public alternative school allows students to
remain at home with their families while also receiving counseling
services from the school system, and if necessary, support services from
the community. Under these circumstances, public alternative schools
continue to be an educational option for those students who cannot be
maintained successfully within the conventional schools.
Ihe Reach High Experience: Background Information
How beautiful, how grand and liberating this experience is
when people leam to help each other. It is impossible to
overemphasize the immense need humans have to be really
listened to, to be taken seriously, to be understood.^
In order to insure confidentiality for staff and student participants in
this study, the actual name of the alternative high school has been
changed to "Reach High" throughout the study.
Reach High is a co-educational public alternative secondary school
program designed to accommodate the educational, social and emotional
needs of high school students who are without other full-time public
school options in the community. Under these circumstances, students
are enrolled in this program because they are unable to benefit from the
^ Paul Toumier, "Understanding the Human Condition", in John
Powell, ’Whv Am I Afraid To Tell You Who I Am?'. (Allen Texas:
Arqus Communications, 1969) 5.
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conventional school setting. Students are also referred from social
agencies, residential schools and the juvenile justice system.
Setting
The Reach Alternative High School program that was the subject of
this study, is housed in a separate stately old building erected in 1926. It
stands in direct contrast to an adjacent modem junior high school
building. The alternative school building lacks many of the physical
innovations of the newer schools, however, its small size (five classrooms
and two workshops) allows for closer interactions between staff and
students.
Because of their alienation and subsequent failure to meet the
standards of achievement and proper conduct codes defined by their
particular schools, William Glasser views these students as having a
"failure identity".^ This identity is perpetuated by their rejection of
achievement itself as a worthwhile goal.
Students have come to Reach High with a myriad of problems. Their
school histories are characterized by combinations of truancy, disruptive
behaviors, emotional withdrawal, substance abuse, vandalism and failing
grades. Almost all have made no academic progress for the past two
semesters before entering Reach High School. Many exhibit low self
esteem and low sense of control over themselves and their environment.
^ William Glasser, Schools Without Failure-1977, (Los Angeles,
1977) 103 (ERIC ED 137-958) 3-4.

6

The philosophy of the alternative school is to create a positive
environment where the personal growth and development of each student
is foremost. In the book, Adolescents With Behavior Problems , Vernon
F. Jones citing the need to understand adolescents' behavior, observed:
It is important to realize that adolescents' needs are in many
ways similar to those experienced by adults. While
adolescents respond more intensely to certain issues and are
subjected to a somewhat different set of societal expectations
and variables, their needs and responses are similar to adults:
Adolescents need to be accepted, liked, tmsted and treated
with respect, they need to understand their environment and
need to be involved in making decisions that affect them.7
Thus the foundation for developing a healthy environment is to
create an atmosphere where students perceive it as safe and conducive to
their personal growth and educational needs.
The program is designed to help students accept responsibility for
their own behavior. The staff s aim is to assist these students in
developing more effective coping skills in responding to events in their
lives and to help the students focus on the reality issues of day-to-day
functioning.

7

Optimally, teachers and students work continuously to develop
caring relationships whereby both teacher and student are encouraged to
grow. John Dewey's perception of a learning environment is described
as:
The particular medium in which an individual exists which
leads him to see and feel one thing rather than another... it
strengthens some beliefs and weakens others. It gradually
produces in him a certain system of behavior. In brief, this
environment consists of those conditions that promote or
hinder, stimulate or inhibit the characteristic activities of a
living being-we are the result of our experiences.8
Reach High has a dedicated staff of nine people. Three staff
members are doctoral candidates enrolled in the Boston Secondary
School Project, University of Massachusetts. Through the B.S.S.P
team planning, the alternative school has developed a program that is in
the process of evolving. It is based on the premise that if staff members
actively engage in its continuous development, it will grow perpetuated
by their capacity to turn ideas into action.
Program Design
The Reach High Alternative School Program is designed for those
students in grades 9 through 12 who for academic, behavioral or emotional
reasons have not been successful in their previous grade placements.
o

John Dewey, Democracy and Education (1916; London, The
MacMillan Company, Free Press 1968), 36.

8

The alternative school program consists of a six-hour-per-day
schedule. The curriculum is basic skills oriented. Instruction includes
specialized learning experiences involving individualized and small
group teaching units. Each student in the program has an individual
educational plan with clearly stated goals and objectives. Students
receive and understand two booklets upon entering the program: (1)
—e Reach High School Level System, which is designed to help the
student better understand the consequences of his/her behavior. Levels
range from zero, (suspension level) to ten, (assistant staff level), and (2)
The Reach High School Student Handbook, explaining the rules and
regulations of the school. The Reach High Program strives to create an
environment that helps break down barriers to learning by getting
students in touch with themselves and reality.
Troubled adolescents are assigned to the Reach Alternative High
School Program to learn more appropriate methods of dealing with
anger, rejection and frustration. A major goal of the program is to
provide students with the requisite behavioral tools to develop an
increased sense of control over their lives.
Reality Therapy
The behavior management system at Reach High Alternative High
School is grounded in the principles of Reality Therapy developed by Dr.
William Glasser M.D. It is basically a didactic, cognitive, behavior
oriented approach that stresses problem solving. The approach

9

emphasizes personal involvement on the part of the teacher or counselor.
Reality Therapy focuses on present behavior and on the individuals'
strengths as a method of learning more realistic behavior.
The theoretical concepts of Reality Therapy are based on the
assumption that there is a single psychological need that all people possess
throughout their lives: the need for identity. Glasser and Zunin define
"identity as a stream of many fibers that runs through all the days of your
life and ties them together in a unique strand called "I" ^
In accordance with the theoretical concepts of Reality Therapy,
identity is considered in terms of either a success identity or a failure
identity. This identity or self perception is developed from our
involvement with significant other people in our lives. Glasser states that
the basis of Reality Therapy is to help clients fulfill their basic
psychological needs, which include the need to love and be loved and the
need to feel that we are worthwhile to ourselves and others.1^ This
viewpoint purports that people have the capacity to change how they
behave. It follows then, that identity change is contingent on behavioral
change. Elaborating on this point, Glasser stated:
Q

William Glasser, Leonard Zunin "Reality Therapy" in R. Corsini,
Current Psvchotherapies (Illinois: F. E. Peacock, 1979) 292.
^ William Glasser, Reality Therapy: A New Approach to
Psychiatry (New York: Harper and Rowe, 1975) 9.
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The students with whom you are having difficulty, the ones
that act out in your schools are doing this because of their
basic identity of themselves [failure identity] and you cannot
stop this unless you can help them toward a successful
identification. As long as they feel failure, anything you do
with them or to them or for them will be futile.11
Glasser contends that part of these students' failure identities may
have been fostered in their school experiences. In his book Schools
Without Failure, Glasser hypothesized that:
Too much of our present educational system emphasizes
failures and too many of our children are failing. Unless we
can provide schools where children, through a reasonable use
of their capacities can succeed, we will do little to solve the
major problems of the country. ^
In Reality Therapy, the process for changing a failure identity to a
success identity is embodied in the following four key concepts;
(1) involvement, (2) the need for love and self worth, (3) personal
responsibility and (4) commitment. In accordance with the key
concepts, it is reasonable to assume that teachers be humanistically
involved with students to help them make a commitment toward more
responsible behavior. In turn students are responsible to make decisions

11 William Glasser, "The Effects of Schools Failure on a Child",
address, N.E.A. Annual Meeting of the National Association of
Elementary School Principals, Las Vegas, June 1969, 5.
^ William Glasser, Schools Without Failure (New York: Harper
and Rowe, 1969) 8.
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that effect change by facing reality and rejecting irresponsible behavior.
A Positive Approach To Discipline

The foundation of Reach Alternative High School's behavior
management program is built on the principles of Reality Therapy and
Glasser's Seven Steps to Effective Discipline. This step-by-step method
(Appendix A) is designed to teach students self control and to actively
involve teachers with students behaviors. "The following seven steps are
related to each other and should be implemented as a whole: (1) be
personal and be willing to become involved with a student as a caring
friend (involvement entails respectful constructive communication
between teachers and students); (2) deal with current specific behavior;
(3) ask the student to make a value judgement about his or her behavior;
(4) work out a plan for changing the behavior; (5) get a commitment
from the student to carry out the plan; (6) arrange to check on how the
plan is working; (7) do not use punishment which increases feelings of
failure (students know school rules and are aware of the logical
i

n

consequences of breaking the rules) and do not accept excuses."
Although the Seven Steps to Effective discipline appear to be easily
understood, they are only effective when they are applied by all staff
members in a consistent manner. Glasser illustrates:

13 William Glasser, "The Explanation of the Steps of Reality
Therapy", in Naomi Glasser, What Are You Doing? (New York: Harper
and Rowe, 1980) 54.
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Using the principles of Reality Therapy is analogous to
painting a picture. You could go to an art store and perhaps
tor a few dollars purchase better supplies than Rembrandt
ever had access to, but you still have to paint the picture. The
steps of Reality Therapy are like the brushes, canvas, paint
and turpentine — they make the picture possible, but they
don t by themselves paint it. They give a structure,... but
you have to create your own ingenuity, creativity and
imagination in putting them to use.14
Subsequently the implementation of the Reality Therapy steps should
have full cooperation of all teachers, counselors, and administrators.
Figure 1 depicts the objectives of the Reality Therapy Behavior
Management Program at Reach High School.

Fig- 1

14

Student Behavioral Objectives Model

Glasser 1980 56.
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Every student is encouraged to select a personal plan for specific
behavioral changes that he/she wishes to make. For example, a student’s
plan for improvement regarding drug abuse, truancy or family
relationships could have a positive influence on academic achievement.
The choice of behavior improvement empowers the student to feel
personally responsible for controlling their own lives. The vehicle for
behavior improvement is facilitated by means of the Reality Therapy
Individual Plan for Improvement, depicted in Fig. 2

Fig. 2

Plan For Improvement

MY PLAN FOR IMPROVEMENT
What do 1 want?

Did 1 follow my
plan today7

What am 1
doing now?

Is it helping
or hurting?

What excuses die What were the
1 give for not
consequences7
following my plan'

What is my plan
to do better?

Review what
1 want

Am 1 committed to
following my plan?

What is my
next plan?
never give up

The main thrust of this study was to examine the impact that a
Reality Therapy Behavior Intervention Program has on the lives of
troubled adolescents in an alternative public high school.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study was to investigate how adolescents labelled

14

'troubled" respond to the u.se of Reality Therapy procedures in a
structured alternative environment. This study was concerned with the
following research questions:
1.

If students participate in a Reality Therapy Program, will
there be a decline in truancy and disruptive behavior?

2.

What changes do students and staff perceive in themselves as
a result of their involvement in the Reach High School
Program?

3.

Does the alternative school environment meet the needs of
troubled adolescents?

To achieve the purpose of the study, both qualitative and quantitative
data were used to gather detailed information from the students and staff
regarding their perceptions, personal experiences, attitudes and opinions
concerning the Reach High School Program.
The initial data were collected by means of in-depth interviews with
students and staff. The researcher used a semi-structured open-ended
interview schedule. (Appendix B) In addition to the interviews, the
Statements About Schools Inventory (SASI) (Appendix C) was also
administered to the subjects of the study. The SASI is based upon the
Maslow’s Needs Hierarchy1' which measures die extent to which high
schools meet the needs of their students for a safe, stable environment
(security scale) for interpersonal relationships (social scale) for success
15 Abraham H. Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being (New York:
Van Nostrand Reinhold. 1962)
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and achievement (esteem scale), and for personal growth (selfactualization scale)"16. The method of data collection and the research
instmments are described in detail in the methodology section of the
study.
Significance of The Study
A review of the literature over the past twenty years has revealed
many publications on alternative education in the United States.
However, few formal research studies have been conducted regarding
troubled adolescents in alternative school programs. Quite frequently
the literature alludes to these alternative options as "non-traditional
education”. There seems to be no simple generalization to categorize the
many types and varieties of these alternative schools. To date, no study
has been found that specifically addressed itself to the use of Reality
Therapy in a suburban alternative high school.
Reach High School is a particular type of alternative program that
uses some very specific behavior management strategies in a structured
environment. These behavioral strategies are grounded in the principles
of Reality Therapy. The need for this study is reflected in the discovery
that few controlled research studies have examined how behavior
management and educational strategies affect the personal growth and
16 Thomas B. Gregory, Richard B. Pugh and Gerald R. Smith "The
SAS Inventory: A Measure to the Extent to Which Alternative and
Conventional High Schools Meet Student Needs”, a paper presented to
American Educational Research Association Los Angeles, April 1981,1.
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positive change in troubled adolescents.
The findings from this study should contribute to a better
understanding of the effect of specific behavior management strategies as
they relate to behavior change in troubled adolescents. In addition, the
increased knowledge generated from this study may be useful in planning
for effective and meaningful behavior management programs in other
alternative schools.
Basic Assumptions
1.

It is reasonable to assume that a solution to the problem
could be determined from a systematic collection of
information as described in the methodology section of this
proposal.

2.

There are no apparent ethical aspects that would discourage
the researcher from carrying on this study. The following
precautions have been taken.
a. To insure confidentiality, the researcher has referred to
the alternative school as "Reach High School" throughout
the study.
b. The participants have been guaranteed anonymity on
interviews and on the SASI inventory report sheets.
c. The subjects were selected on a volunteer basis.
d. The researcher received permission to conduct the study
from the town's superintendent of schools.

3.

An in depth intensive interview schedule, using a semistructured, open-ended format is a noted and reliable
methodology for collecting data for the study.

17

4*

^tatements About Schools Inventory is a valid and
reliable research instrument for collecting data for the study.

Definition of Terms
Alternative School: Within a system recognized as having alternative and
traditional schools, an alternative school may be defined as any school
characterized by an open education climate that provides a supportive
learning environment where youths can gain basic academic and social
skills, experience success and social approval. According to Amove and
Strout, features of an alternative program aimed at achieving these ends
include a small, intimate school with a low student/adult ratio,
individualized instruction, competent and caring teachers and specialized
personnel to provide counseling and social and social services.17
Attitude: An attitude can be defined as a predisposition to respond in a
consistently favorable or unfavorable manner with respect to a given
object. An attitude is an integral part of personality, manifested by
thinking, feeling, perceiving and behaving.
Delinquency: The term delinquency connotes a wide range of chronic,
antisocial behavior in which the rights of others are violated. Stealing,
lying, fighting, persistent truancy, and resisting authority are typical
behaviors. In adolescence, unusually early or aggressive sexual
17

. Robert F. Amove and Tobey Strout, "Alternative Schools for
Disruptive Youth" The Educational Forum 44 (1980) 455.
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behavior, excessive alcohol consumption and/or use of illicit drugs are
quite frequent.
Discipline: Discipline relates to the consistent techniques teachers use in
behavior management based on logical consequences of student
misbehavior. No attempt is made to cause pain or to be punitive.
Disruptive Behavior: Disruptive behavior refers to school misconduct
that results in the disturbance of others and interferes with the educational
process. Disruptive behavior includes physical and non-physical acts,
physical disruption entails body contact such as fighting, hitting or
kicking others. Non-physical actions include name-calling, loud talking
and/or noise making. Disruptive behaviors may also involve aggressive
acts such as throwing objects with the intent to harm another person or
damaging school property resulting in broken windows, desks, tables or
other equipment.
Environment: Environment, as defined by Skinner, is a powerful
determinant of behavior, it is described as a shaping and reinforcing
factor which acts on the individual.

In the alternative school

framework, environment is considered to be a function of the relationship
18

Burrhus F. Skinner, Science and Human Behavior (New York:
Free Press, A Division of MacMillan Company, 1965), 7.
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between the individual and his/her school environment.19
Level System: The Reach High level system is designed to assist the
student and staff in determining a student's progress toward appropriate
behavioral expectations. The level system offers a clear method of
evaluating student progress and of determining staff and student options
at a given point in the student's development. The level system provides
high control and structure in the beginning and decreases the controls
and increases the options as the student's behavior improves. The level
system provides the following objectives: accomplishments of basic
behavior change, more appropriate response to freedom and
opportunities, better handling of responsibility, improvement in
decision-making skills, success in academic work, and greater success in
meeting needs and solving problems.
Maturity: The concept of maturity implies physical, mental, social
growth and development that is age-appropriate for an individual within
a particular stage in the life span.
Needs: Needs are defined in accordance to Maslow's Needs Hierarchy
and the Statements About Schools Inventory.
Esteem Needs: The concept related to the SASI which measures how
well a school helps students to feel capable of being successful and
^ George G. Dennison, The Lives Of Children. (New York:
Random House, 1969), 36.
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reaching important levels of achievement.
Security Needs: The concept related to the SASI scale which measures
students' need for a stable, orderly, and controlled environment that
minimizes physical and psychological threat and fosters a sense of well
being.
Self-Actualization Needs: The concepts related to the SASI which
measures how well a school helps students grow in personally meaningful
and satisfying ways toward a goal of becoming more complete and
integrated human beings.20
Social Needs: The concept related to the SASI which measures the extent
to which a school provides opportunities for students to establish
friendships with peers and adults and fosters feelings of belonging to a
group.

Perceptions: Perceptions have several definitions:
1.

Meaningful organized sensory data that effects one’s attitude.

2.

A learned predisposition to behave in various ways toward
individuals as a result of one’s experience.

3.

In a general sense, perceptions are closely identified with
values and attitudes.

4.

Perceptions are related to personality growth or character
formation since enduring behavior patterns are built on the

20 Gregory, Pugh, Smith (1981), 1.
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ability to perceive and act.21

Reality Therapy: Reality Therapy may be defined as a series of
theoretical principles that focus on present behavior. This cognitive
approach developed by William Glasser emphasizes personal involvement
on the part of the teacher or counselor. The heart of Reality Therapy is
acceptance of personal responsibility. This approach is based on the
premise that there is a single psychological need that is present throughout
life; the need for identity. The goals of Reality Therapy are to guide the
individual toward realistic and responsible behavior and to develop a
success identity versus a failure identity.22

Truancy. Truancy may be broadly defined as school refusal for reasons
other than a clear-cut physical illness or school phobia.
Limitations
The conceptual framework of this case study was subject to certain
limitations which narrowed the study to manageable boundaries.
1.

Since only one alternative high school population was
investigated, the findings from this study cannot be
generalized beyond the population sample.

21

Richard Blake, Robert Glenn eds., Perception "Personality
Dynamics and the Process of Perceiving" Jerome S. Bruner (New York:
The Ronald Press, 1951) 8.
22

Glasser and Zunin (1979), 293

22

2.

This study was limited to those factors of influence and
sources of information determined solely by the SASI and
the interview schedule, and students school record.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

Overview
This chapter provides additional rational for the Study of a Reality
Therapy behavior management program as it relates to troubled
adolescents in an alternative public school. Browning describes Reality
Therapy as:
A counseling and teaching technique that outlines a step-bystep methodology that can lead the student from academic and
social failure to personal success; yet the student has the
responsibility to make decisions that effectuate change.1 2
A review of the existing literature reveals that much has been
written about contemporary alternative schools, however Duke contends
that "little hard data, other than some highly personalized accounts of the
growth of particular alternative schools and some formal evaluations of
1 Bobby Donald Browning, Effects of Reality Therapy on Teacher
Attitudes. Student Attitudes and Student Behavior diss., U. of North Texas
State, 1978,91.
2 Daniel Linden Duke, The Retransformation of the School: The
Emergence of Contemporary Alternative Schools in the United States
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1978) 2.
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federally funded public alternatives have been collected."2 In support of
this Deal and Nolan observed:
Although alternative schools are having and will continue to
have a marked impact on the field of education, we actually
know little about them. There is a voluminous amount of
literature which either extols the virtues or denigrates the
basic character of alternative schools. But there simply is not
much in the growing literature of alternative schools which
approaches these new institutions theoretically, describes
them empirically, or provides operational guidelines based
on thoughtful analysis or case studies. 3
In order to examine literature pertinent to this study, the following
six areas were reviewed:
1.

Overview of Alternative Educational Programs

2.

Historical Perspectives

3.

Contemporary Concept of Alternative Public Schools

4.

Environmental Characteristics of Alternative Schools

5.

Alternative Schools for Troubled Adolescents

6.

Reality Therapy Behavior Management Programs

2 Daniel Linden Duke, The Retransformation of the School: The
Emergence of Contemporary Alternative Schools in the United States
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1978) 2.
3 Terrence E. Deal, Robert R. Nolan eds., Alternative Schools
Ideologies Realities Guidelines (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1978) 2.
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Overview of Alternative Educational Propram*;
The term "alternative education" signifies an important change in
outlook among educators. It is broadly defined as a departure from
traditional educational ideology. The emergence of the alternative
school movement raises the question; what is an alternative school?
One of the difficulties in discussing alternative schools is
determining which schools can legitimately claim the title
"alternative." Even among those claiming to be alternative
schools there is enormous variation: public vs. private, oncampus vs. off-campus, academic vs. vocational, intellectual
vs. growth oriented.4
There seems to be no simple generalization to characterize the many
types of alternative schools that have generated since the 1960's. Mario
Fantini noted the confusion caused by varying definitions of the term
"alternative school" by stating:
Because of the range of participants in alternatives and in the
light of their differing philosophical and political
orientations, the tendency for mixing all of these into one
overall notion of alternatives has led to confusion.5
In order to clarify the meaning of alternative schools, Fantini reports
that there are different conceptions of alternative educational programs:
1.

Alternatives to schools popularized by Holt, Reiner and ELlich.

4 Terrence E. Deal, "An Organizational Explanation of Alternative
Secondary Schools" Educational Researcher, April 1975,10.
5 Mario Fantini, "Alternative Educational Programs: Promise or
Problems?" Educational Leadership 32 (1974): 84.
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2.

Alternatives based on A.S. Neill's philosophy, commonly
referred to as free schools.

3.

Alternatives based on the incorporation of political and cultural
orientations that differ from established societal norms such as
those developed by Kohl and Kozol.

4.

Alternatives for modifications of standardization within the
public schools through plural education 6 7

Vernon H. Smith views the public alternative school as: "any school
that provides alternative learning experiences to those provided by the
conventional schools within its community and that is available by choice
n

to every family at no extra cost."
Smith suggested that public alternative schools have tended to fall
into one of the following seven categories:
1.

Open Schools: learning activities are individualized and
organized around interest centers within the classroom or
building.

2.

Schools-without-walls: learning activities are carried on
throughout the community and with much interaction
between school and community.

3.

Learning Centers: learning resources are concentrated in
one location available to all students in the community. This
would include magnet schools, vocational and technical high
schools and similar institutions.

6 Fantini, 84.
7 Vernon H. Smith, "Alternative Schools: The Development of
Options in Public Education" (Lincoln Nebraska: Professional Educators
Publications, Inc. 1974) 14.
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4.

Continuation Schools: these schools provide for students
whose education in the conventional school has been (or
might be) interrupted. This includes street academies,
dropout centers and similar institutions.

5.

Multicultural Schools: these schools emphasize cultural
pluralism and ethnic and racial awareness and usually serve
a multicultural student body.

6.

Free Schools: these schools emphasize greater freedom for
students and teachers. This term is usually applied to non¬
public alternative schools, but a few are available by choice
within public school systems.

7.

Schools-within-schools: a smaller number of students and
teachers are involved by choice in a different kind of
learning program. This would include mini-schools and
satellite schools. A satellite school is a school at another
location which maintains administrative ties to the parent
school. The schools-within-schools would usually belong to
one or more of the six types described above.8

Historical Perspectives
The contemporary alternative school movement in the United States
has many historical antecedents which are difficult to trace. Numerous
philosophical and theoretical constructs claiming legitimacy for the
movement seem to add to the confusion when searching for contextual
and ideological frameworks. For example, some educational historians
contend that the contemporary alternative movement is an expression of
the colonial educational experience. During this time period public
schools were non-existent. Alternatives included formal latin grammar
8 Smith 16, 17.
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schools, town schools, training schools and non formal arrangements
such as apprenticeships. Deal and Nolan asserted that:
Alternative schools are merely old wine in new skins....
historically these alternatives have been largely limited in
access (private schools) and/or scope (parochial schools).9
It follows then, that there have been alternatives in American
education for generations. Even though the historical roots of this
contemporary movement remain nebulous certain themes comparable to
those of the progressive education movement are still prevalent:
a.

the individual student's needs and experiences as a beginning
point (personalized education)

b.

the teacher as an advisor

c.

the school as a social community - education is seen as a
social activity

d.

active rather than passive learning

e.

a variety of learning experiences, especially those of the
local community

f.

skills as a means, not and end

g.

student participation in at least some of the major decision
making of the school

h.

the individuality of both students and teachers10

9 Deal and Nolan, 1.
10 Lawrence A. Cremin, "The Free School Movement: A Perspective
of Today’s Education (September-October, 1974) 72-73.
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In contrast to similar themes between the Progressive and
Contemporary Alternative school movements, certain differences are
worth noting. For example, the contemporary movement is more
pluralistic in its outlook than the Progressive Movement. It calls for
many different types of schools with differing philosophies provided
within each district. The contemporary alternative school movement
emerged from the public school system, whereas, many of the schools
developed during the Progressive Movement were private and therefore
not readily accessible to the public.
Contemporary Concepts of Alternative Public Schools
The contemporary concept of the alternative secondary public
school was conceived in 1969 when Clifford Brenner initiated the
Parkway Program in Philadelphia. According to Vernon Smith,
The Parkway Program in Philadelphia was probably the
first public secondary school in the United States based on
the vision that a school could utilize the cultural and
commercial resources of the city and for all practical
purposes exist out among those resources rather than in a
schoolhouse somewhere.11
The current alternative school concept continues to impact American
public education. Three major growth areas that have persisted into the
1980's are:
11 Vernon Smith, "A Decade of Alternative School and What of the
Future?" rnrricnlum Report (October 1978) 1-2.
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1•

Back to Basics Schools These schools are characterized by
emphasis on the three R's, homework, discipline,
patriotism, hierarchical relationships between students and
adults, and in many cases, dress code. The current
popularity of such schools no doubt is the result in part of
the decline in some standardized scores.

2.

Magnet Schools Most often appearing as a feature of the
desegregation strategy of school districts involved in court
ordered desegregation secondary schools each specialized
programs have long been part of the public education scene.
For example, the Boston Latin School...
{More recently} the Houston Texas Independent School
District has such high school magnet options as: an
aerodynamics school, a foreign language academy, an
engineering professional high school and a professional
alternatives school.

3.

Alternative School for Disruptive Youth Today more and
more communities are taking a serious look at the role
optional schools of various kinds might play in the reduction
of violence and vandalism on the part of young people...
These schools have been established specifically to provide a
more promising school setting for young people who have
become problems in other educational settings, so-called
disruptive youth.12

The range of existing alternative schools are many and varied.
Gregory and Smith speculated that, "A complete range of schools from
free schools to military academies now exist in the public sector. The
gamut includes schools for the fine and performing arts, maternity
schools for pregnant students, behavior modification schools, street
Smith, 4-6.
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academies and Montessori schools to name only a few.13
In focusing on the great diversity of contemporary Alternative
Schools, Duke cites two common traits that they have in common:
1.

The trait of accessibility by choice rather than assignment

2.

They make the pretense at least of a non conventional
approach to learning14

Environmental Characteristics of Alternative Schools
Research has documented that schools can have unique environments.
"Historically, perhaps the most dramatic between-school differences have
appeared in magnet or alternative schools that deliberately built their
environments around an academic subject area, or around an educational
philosophy, or in private schools that built their environments around a
selected student population , or a particular approach to education."15
Through her research, Joyce Epstein found that students within a
particular school did not experience the same environment. For example,
there may be differences in various opportunities, demands, and actual
experiences within the school, between classrooms and among ability
13 Thomas B. Gregory, Gerald R. Smith, "Impact of Social Climates:
Differences Between Conventional and Alternative Schools," Educational
Horizons (Winter 1982),84.
14 Duke, 9.
15Joyce L. Epstein, " A Longitudinal Study of Schools and Family
Effects on Student Development," in S.S. Mednick and M Harway Eds.
Longitudinal Research in the U.S. (Boston: Nijoff, 1981) 6.

32

groups. Thus, different environments can be created for students with a
school. In summing up the effects of environments, Epstein noted:
An average school environment may not accurately reflect
the experiences of any of the students. The average climate
may be useful in studying gross, between school differences
but there is reason to believe that important differences
exist within schools that can provide researchers with
clearer evidence of the effects of school structures,
processes, and experiences on students' academic and non
academic development.16
Elaborating on the concept of school environment, Trickett proposed
that:
Some aspects of school environment have been consistently
identified as potentially important social organizational
factors. These included voluntary membership in a school
or educational program, small school size, opportunities
for student decision making, participation and
responsibility in academic decisions that effected the
students; Few but clear rules; cooperative group activities,
individualized programs that appropriately challenged and
rewarded students and programs that permitted flexible
scheduling of time and learning.17
Supporting the importance of social organizational factors, Moos
found that
alternative schools ... true to their underlying ideologies
16 Epstein, 6.
17 Edison J. Trickett, "Toward a Social-Ecological Conception of
Adolescent Socialization: Normative Data on Contrasting types of Public
School Classrooms", Child Development 49 (1978) 409.
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... classes were highest on involvement, affiliation, and
teacher support, indicating that they stress interpersonal
relationships. These schools concentrate on the socialization
of interpersonal values and the qualitative aspects of
relationships.18
Regarding the decision making factor, Glatthom offered this
important observation:
One reason many students and teachers opt for alternative
schools is a determination to find a better way of making
decisions for themselves and their schools. And it well may
be that the most significant characteristic of alternative
schools is not their curriculum or community involvement
19
but their governance.
Governance may be viewed as a possibility for enhancing student
commitment to school by involving them directly in school decision
making. Duke and Perry have suggested that the key to student
participation is to treat students as adults and offer them adult
responsibilities. The alternative programs they studied had few rules
governing behavior and gave students maximum responsibility for
school governance. The authors investigated whether student behavior
was as great a problem in a sample of 18 California alternative high
schools as it was reported to be in the regular high schools. Based on
18 Rudolph H. Moos, Evaluating Educational Environments (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass 1979) 193.
19 Allan Glatthom, "Decision Making in Alternative Schools" in
Mario Fantini Alternative Education: A Sources Book for Parents,
Teachers. Students and Administrators (New York: Doubleday, 1976)

212.
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observations and interviews with students and teachers, the authors
concluded that,"discipline rarely was a major concern in the alternative
schools. Among the possible reasons to account for the basic findings
were: small school size, flexible schedules, frequent informal interaction
between students and teachers, fewer rules and democratic decision
making procedures."

20

In an attempt to determine some distinguishing characteristics of
alternative school environments. Smith, McCollum and Barclay
examined the extent to which values could be used as a basis for
identifying environmental differences in public alternative high schools.
According to the authors, "Environmental variables are recognized as
potential predictors of achievement... we wanted to determine whether
a set of core values exists in a variety of public alternative high
schools."21 This study involved interviewing representative samples of
teachers and students in eight public alternative high schools located in
Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan and Wisconsin.
The results of this study revealed that operationally, these public
alternative high schools function from a small set of seven primary core
values that were mentioned by high percentages of both students and
20 Daniel L. Duke, Cheryl Perry, "Can Alternative Schools Succeed
Where Benjamin Spock, Spiro Agnew and B.F. Skinner have Failed.
Adolescence, (Fall, 1978), 375.
21 Gerald R Smith, Marion McCollum and George Barclay, Student
and Teacher Perceptions of Values Promoted by Public Alternative High
Schools", Phi Delta Kaooan, March 1980,494.
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teachers. "In descending order, the core values identified with the mean
of student and teachers percentages in parentheses were: flexibility
(87%), responsibility (75%), warmth (74%), freedom (59%),
individuality (56%), involvement (47%), and control (46%).”22
In a review of the research regarding the impact of the educational
environment on student behaviors, attitudes and achievement, Weinstien
found that the more "humane" educational settings were associated with
better attendance, greater participation and more positive attitudes
toward the class, the instructor and the classmates 23
Paige proposed that learning environment factors emerge from the
objective features of the setting and act as concrete forces that shape
behavior and learning. They represent the "personality" of the
environment for the pupil... Learning environment theory suggests that
an educational intervention is a dynamic social and psychological
experience for the participants, which is strongly felt and to which they
•
24
assign meaning.
22 Smith, McCollum and Barclay, 495.
23 Gerald Weinstein, "The Physical Environment of the School: A
Review of the Research. Review of Educational Research 49 (Fall 1979),

2.
24 Michael Paige, "Learning Environment Factors and Nonformal
Education", in Nonformal Education and National Development: A
Critical Assessment of Policy. Research, and Practice, eds. John C. Bock,
and George J. Papagiannis (New York, N.Y.: CBS Educational and
Professional Publishers 1983) 312.
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Table 1 illustrates the relationship between objective and subjective
conceptualizations and identifies dominant press characteristics of the
learning environment. Objective and subjective concepts are also
organized into specific factor categories.
TABLE 1
OBJECTIVE AND ENVIRONMENT CONCEPTUALIZATION
Factor Category

Objective Concept

Environmental Concept

Ecological (Physical)
(Physical Environment)

Physical facilities,
materials, books,
desks, etc.

Press for interaction
with materials and
facilities, perceived
satisfaction with
materials

Social Contextual

Observed social status,
job mobility outcomes
of program

Press for higher job
aspirations, press for
shift in occupational
identity

Instructional, Teacher
Behavior

Observed behaviors (rewards,
sanctions, pupil support,
encouragement of pupil
Inquiry behavior)

Press for pupil parti¬
cipation. press for
academic acheivement.
pres for Inquiry
thinking, press for
group cooperation

Organizational
Structure

Participant Antecedents

Teacher Characteristics

Sociopsychologlcal
Climate

25 Paige, 313.

Class size, teacher-pupil
ratio, teacher autonomy,
per-pupil spending ratio

Press for teacher auto¬
nomy in classroom,
press for pupil coopera¬
tion (e.g.. sharing of
space, materials)

Group socioeconomic status,
age, sex ratio, aspirations,
aptitude

Press for intellectual
attainment, press for
competition, press for
clique formation, press
for intergroup friction

Years of teaching experi¬
ence, type of training
(preservice and In-service)

Observed teacher and pupil
Interaction patterns,
teacher control behaviors,
pupil participation be¬
haviors

Press for maintaining
teacher-pupil distance,
press for competition,
press for subject-matter
mastery, press for
demoraratic classroom
behaviors
Press for teacher-pupil
intamacy, affiliate press,
press for pupil partici¬
pation, press for orga¬
nization of tasks, press
for pupil goal accomplish¬
ment, rule clarity, press
for Innovative behavior,
press for discipline and
rule adherence, compe¬
titive press
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In summary, numerous environmental studies have been conducted in
the past forty years. Some of the more recent studies have been reviewed
by Moos. These studies show that learning environment factors have
accounted for statistically significant variations in learning outcomes. In
essence, the findings from these studies concluded that achievement scores,
personal satisfaction and personal adjustment are strongly affected by the
learning environment.26
Alternative Schools for Troubled Students
From five to twenty five percent of our high school students
can be characterized as having needs significantly unmet by
the existing high school. The behaviors most often cited by
this group were vandalism, absenteeism and tardiness,
major and minor disciplinary problems, underachievement.
... apathy and withdrawal, alcohol and drug abuse and
dropping out of school.... These behaviors are
characteristic of the disaffected, who see little chance of
their needs ever being considered, let alone actually met,
27
through school.
During the 1970's, educators and government officials were very
concerned about the social-emotional, academic and behavioral
maladjustment demonstrated by many adolescents within the public
school system. Federal and state right-to-education statutes were enacted
on behalf of handicapped and learning disabled children and youth. The
26 Moos, (1979)
27 Lawrence Hurley, "Is Alternative Education The Best Response to
Student Disruption?", NASP Bulletin 66 (1982) 23.
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"handicapped" classification under federal legislation: Public Law 94142 and State of Massachusetts, Chapter 766 included disruptive,
behaviorally handicapped adolescents who previously had been excluded
from public schools. These young people exhibiting complex cognitive
and affective difficulties appear to need innovative alternative learning
environments.
In this respect, Savarese observed that public educations’ response to
school absenteeism, disruptive behaviors, and juvenile crime has been
alternative education programs. Besides making it possible to adapt
educational programs to meet individual student needs, Savarese
emphasized that alternative education provides a way for educators to
examine new methods of teaching and new ways of learning in a changing
society. Moreover, Savarese has speculated that the success of this type
of school depends on a strong commitment by administrators particularly important because many regular school staff see the
alternative school as a "dumping ground for troublesome students.

28

In concert with Savarese, Arnold and Strout noted that alternative
schools ... are often perceived as "dumping grounds",' warehouse or
compounds for every conceivable type of social misfit and academically
incompetent youth.

29

28 Richard Savarese, "Alternative Schools for Disruptive
Adolescents, "THRUST"(Oct. 1982), 16.
29 Robert F. Amove and Toby Strout, "Alternative Schools for
Disruptive Youth", Th» Fdiieational Forum (May 1980), 462.
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Elaborating on this point. Amove and Strout stated that candidates
for alternative schools for disruptive youth have been described by the
prefix dis:
disenchanted, disaffected dis affiliated, disturbed and
disruptive. Frequently they have been expelled or
suspended. They are likely to be truant and eventually drop
out of school. Many have already had contact with the
juvenile justice system.30
Foley and McConnaughy conducted an extensive study involving three
hundred students from eight alternative public high schools in New York.
The intent of this study was to determine what alternative schools have to
teach each other in terms of educating troubled adolescents. Part of Foley
and McConnaughy's research entailed a review of the students' previous
school records. Student records documented problems related to poor
attendance, truancy, discipline, academic failure and underachievement.
The researcers' quantitative findings revealed that when students attendance
improved at the alternative high schools, there was a significant
improvement in achievement based on credit accumulation. This
correlation suggests that credits were given for effort and learning.
Moreover, qualitative results of this study showed that students perceived
the school as having a safe, caring atmosphere, which suited their needs.
Through interview data:
... students expressed real satisfaction about their
relationship with teachers, about the safe, nonviolent and
30 Amove and Strout, 454.
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caring atmosphere of their school.... When asked "Why
did you leave your former school?", students frequently
cited the former school's unsatisfactory climate. More
specifically they mentioned fear of gangs and violence, poor
relationships with teachers, the school as being "too big" and
for some, the school being to confining.31
According to Foley and McConnaughy, the following five conditions
were created for successful school operation: (1) structure and support, (2)
close interpersonal relationships, (3) flexibility, (4) a curriculum that
helped students understand the world and their lives, and (5) continuity
toward a diploma. Another important conclusion noted in this study was
that, "each school is unique in the population it serves,... providing
insight into the similarities and differences among all the alternative
schools.
On a much smaller scale, Simon, Vetter-Zemitzch and Johnson
conducted a two year program evaluation study of 62 behaviorally
disordered adolescents in an alternative program within a public high
school. Like Foley and McConnaughy, these researchers analyzed data
gathered from student records. Comparisons based on attendance and
academic credit were made between the students previous mainstream
program and the alternative "On Campus" program. Students
demonstrated statistically significant gains in each of these areas compared
31 Eileen M Foley, Susan B. McConnaughy, "Toward School
improvement Lessons'from Alternative High Schools," a report of the
Public Education Association (New York 1982), n.
32 Foley and McConnaughy, 62.
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to their previous school records. The authors concluded that the linkage
between specific behavioral intervention strategies such as point systems,
positive reinforcement and contracts and a family therapy support team
designed to offer professional guidance and problem solving conferences
to parents were the key program success variables.
According to the authors,
The prognosis for severely disturbed youth to complete
academic work leading to a normal diploma is poor. In the
past two years in the On Campus program 91% of the
seniors have completed the necessary requirements for a
high school diploma ... 65% have pursued further
education since leaving high school.33
Taylor conducted a study of 75 economically disadvantaged students
ranging in age from 16 to 21 in a predominantly black alternative high
school program. Having difficulty matriculating at conventional high
school, these students emerged from their former schools with the label
"deviant". The purpose of this study was to examine attitudes and behaviors
of the students while they were involved in Project EASE'S resocialization
program. Taylor used primary methodology, supplemented by in-depth
interviews and available student records. In viewing the program from the
perspective of the students and teaching staff involved in it, Taylor found
that positive changes occurred in the students as a result of Project EASE s
33 Dennis J. Simon, Alice Vetter-Zemitzsch and Janice Clark
Johnston, "On Campus: Systematic/Behavioral Interventions for
Behaviorally Disordered Adolescents," Behavioral Disorders, (May
1985), 188.
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informal person-centered environment, along with an empathic teaching
staff. Interview data showed that the students credited the program for their
overall school success. A major implication of this study is that
economically disadvantaged students who have been labeled by conventional
schools can shed such labels given structure and direction. A follow-up
study showed that students continued to perceive Project EASE as a positive
influence in their lives. Taylor states that, "According to these students,
Project EASE meant the difference between starting a new life with
A

enhanced optimism, and continuing to believe that they were failures.'0
In 1984 McCauley examined the role of alternative schools in the field
of special education with particular attention focused on educating
behaviorally disordered students. Under the leadership of the University of
Missouri-Columbia, McCauley’s research efforts contributed to the National
Needs/Leadership Training Project in Behavior Disorders. In essence, his
work analyzed the role of alternative schools as an alternative to the practice
of disciplining exclusion.
In viewing special education alternative programs, McCauley
emphasized the need for a set of well defined identification, referral,
assessment and placement-into-program procedure. McCauley states that:
It is "common knowledge that referral of supposed behavior
disordered children often begin as a cry for help, usually
phrased as "You’ve got to get this kid out of here-our school
34 Sandra E. Taylor, "Project EASE: An Ethnography of an
Alternative High School Program for Economically Disadvantage
Students", DAI44 (1983): 3505 (University of Washington), 121.
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can no longer tolerate him/her."35
In concert with public law 94-142 and Massachusetts' chapter 766,
McCauley stressed the importance of a decision making framework that
guarantees a parent’s and child’s civil rights under due process. As in most
special education programs, the student’s program placement is based on an
individual educational plan that clearly states short and long range goals
with objective descriptions of how the student learns and is expected to
perform in relationship to his or her current environment. In his analysis,
McCauley pointed out that:
the individualization of instruction is a powerful variable
affecting behaviorally disordered children in an alternative
school environment. For multiple reasons, students placed
in an alternative education school require modified ...
curriculum that will foster accurate responses, increase
response rates, generate higher rates of positive
reinforcement for task attention, completion and accuracy .
.. and reinforce positive interactions with peers and adults
in learning environments.36
In terms of program evaluation, McCauley strongly recommended the
need for systematic evaluation research in relationship to specific program
goals in special education alternative schools. According to the author, the
aim of such evaluation research should focus on upgrading the school
program.
Maloy and Seldin reported on an innovative alternative educational
35 Robert McCauley, Alternative School Programming for Behavior
Disordered Children April, 1984 ERIC ED 249670, 94.
36 McCauley, 98
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program for troubled adolescent school drop-outs. TRADES was a
federally funded collaborative program of the Greenfield Public Schools,
Franklin County, Massachusetts, the CETA Youth Conservation and
Improvement Project (YCCIP) and the School of Education of the
University of Massachusetts. The purpose of this unique program was to
offer discouraged economically disadvantaged youth an educational
opportunity that integrated paid work experience and academic credits. In
contrast to other alternative school models, TRADES focused on the work
experiences with the resultant paycheck for positive job performance as a
measure of student success. The 50 students involved in the alternative
school program learned a number of vocational skills such as machine
operations, reading and understanding work-related manuals and utilizing
basic math concepts in job related functions. In describing the difficulties
often encountered by alienated troubled adolescents, Maloy and Seldin,
emphasized:
the inability to relate school to the "outside world" is a
common problem among students bordering on failure and
those who have dropped out of school. TRADES tried to
remove the need to distinguish academics from their
application. Basic skills and knowledge were acquired, then
refined on the job. Education and experience became one.
Success of this two year program was demonstrated by the students
ability to be responsible and committed toward completion of work and
37 Robert W. Maloy, Clement A. Seldin, "The Fallout of Cutback.
The Invalidation of an Educational Model for School Dropouts. JheHigh
Srhnnl Tonmal (April/May 1983), 264.
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school assignments. Unfortunately, the TRADES alternative program was
terminated due to cutbacks in federal funds. The key to further success lies
in substantiating the need for similar approaches to TRADES for troubled
adolescents. This is clearly recognized by the authors in their conclusions
regarding the TRADES program:
How can the TRADES program be summarized? The
crucial point appears obvious: Intervention into the lives of
troubled youths require time and the opportunity for them
to leam new ways of responding to everyday life in order to
demonstrate results. And these, in the care of social
programs, cost money.
One of the most comprehensive research efforts dealing with effective
alternative schools for troubled adolescents was initiated by Gold and Mann.
In their book, Expelled to a Friendlier Place A Study of Effective
Alternative Schools, the authors describe, in detail, the overall effects of
three alternative schools on the behavioral and scholastic performance of
disruptive and delinquent adolescents. The research study was formulated on
an experimental/control group design. The groups were comprised of two
sets of students. The experimental group of 100 adolescents attended the
alternative school programs and the control group, consisting of 140
adolescents attended the conventional schools. The characteristics of both
groups were similar in terms of demonstrated disruptive and/or delinquent
behaviors.
The methodology employed in this study consisted of qualitative and
38 Maloy and Seldin, 266.
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quantitative research procedures. Student interviews provided most of the
data. Supplementary data were obtained through self-concept tests and
information gathered from student school records, juvenile court and local
police records. Teachers also rated students on behavior and decorum
scales.
The purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of three
alternative secondary schools as compared to conventional high schools in
improving the behavior of delinquent and disruptive students.
The findings from the study supported the investigator's assertion that
the alternative high school programs were significantly more effective in
reducing disruptive and delinquent behaviors in their students than the
conventional high school programs. The hypothesis that poor scholastic
experiences are significant causes of delinquent and disruptive student
behavior received strong support in this study, interview data revealed that
the alternative school students rated their schools as more flexible and fair,
they perceived their teachers as more supportive and caring that the
conventional school teachers. Gold and Mann noted that.
Of particular practical significance is our finding of students
perceptions of their alternative school being flexible is
critical to positive change. Many of the concrete options for
designing alternative programs may be selected on the basis
of the general principle of enhancing flexibility.
39 Martin Gold, David W. Mann, Expelled to a Friendlier Place_A
study of Effective Alternative Schools (Ann Arbor University of Mic igan
Press, 1984), 155.
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Self-esteem proved not to be so crucial to the process of change as the
investigators expected it to be. In this regard the authors concluded that:
. . . students who at their first interview evidenced unusually
strong signs of anxiety and depression were not enduringly
affected by the alternative schools. The program's enduring
effectiveness was limited to those students who ... were
successfully using disruption and delinquency to defend
against psychic pain.40
Another study focusing on the concept of self-esteem was conducted by
Strathe and Hash. The researchers wanted to determine the extent to which
student attitudes toward themselves improved as a result of an alternative
school program. Specifically, did success in an alternative school play an
important part in the development of self-esteem? Forty-nine students
participated in the study. Thirty-three were identified as secondary level
students and sixteen were identified as junior level students. Students were
pre- and post tested using Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI).
Results from the study indicated significant change at the .05 level occurred
with the younger group, but was not significant for the older group. Based
on the data, it appears that early adolescent students in an alternative school
program show significant change in their attitude toward themselves, while
older students do not reflect this change. The researchers concluded:
In order to fully assess the impact of the alternative school
program, it is necessary to identify students early in their
academic difficulties and then to follow them through the
entire program enrollment. Only then would it be possible
to determine the long term impact of an alternative program
40 Gold and Mann, 99.
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on the self concept of the students.41
A review of the literature and related research in the area of
alternative public schools for troubled adolescents has been presented. In
summation, the literature of the past decade has indicated that educators
are beginning to understand the importance of studying the conditions
that foster successful alternative program for this particular student
population. What has emerged from the six principle studies and related
reports, (Foley and McConnaughy, McCauley, Gold and Man, Maloy and
Seldin, Simon and Vetter Zemitzsh, Strathe and Hash and Taylor) are the
following significant factors in working with troubled adolescents:
1.

Small size of the school

2.

Close interpersonal relationships between students and staff

3.

Specific behavioral intervention strategies

4.

Integration of work experience and academic credits

5.

A well defined identification, referral, assessment and
program placement procedures for prospective troubled
students

6.

Flexibility within the program

7.

Curriculum that helps students understand the world and their
lives

8.

Educational planning that encourages continuity toward a
diploma

41 Marlene Strathe, Virginia Hash, "The Effects of an Alternative
School on Adolescent Self-Esteem, Adolescence (Spring 1979), 189.
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Reality Therapy Behavior Management Progmms
The major emphasis of this study was to provide information relative
to the effectiveness of a Reality Therapy approach for positive behavior
change in troubled adolescents. Central to Reality Therapy is the concept of
personal responsibility. Glasser defines personal responsibility as "the
ability to fulfill ones's needs for love and worth and to do so in a way that
does not deprive others of the ability to fulfill their needs."42 It follows
then, that responsibility in this context has a direct bearing on how an
individual accepts responsibility for his actions, his consequent problems
and their resolutions.
In his research, Holleran presented five possible reasons why Reality
Therapy holds particular merit in working with adolescents:
1.

With its emphasis on behavior rather than insight into
historical conflicts, it address the adolescents' present needs.

2.

In insisting on responsible action it counters the helpless and
hopeless feelings that often seems to overwhelm adolescents
and lead to their acting out.

3.

It consistently and firmly tells them that their actions do make
a difference.

4.

Recognizing the tremendous effort required to change
behavior, Reality Therapy continues to provide support at this
critical juncture.

5.

In its stress on involvement between client and therapist... it
helps the adolescent who, "while needing to separate from
adults and become independent, still needs to know that there

42 William Glasser, Reality Therapy: A New Approach to Psychiatry
(New York: Harper and Rowe, 1975) 15.
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are people who care and who will affirm him as a capable and
responsible individual.43
The use of Reality Therapy with disturbed youth has been studied by a
few researchers. German investigated the effects of group Reality Therapy
both on the residents of an institution and on the institutional staff leaders of
the therapy groups. As a consequence of the group therapy, the residents
were expected to change in the following ways: (a) they would be viewed by
both themselves and their teachers as more responsible, mature, and
acceptable persons; (b) they would increase in self-esteem; (c) they would
exhibit fewer behaviors, both in the dormitory and out, that required
disciplinary action; and (d) in the eyes of their peers, they would be chosen
more frequently as acceptable persons. The study found that significant and
positive changes in the residents and staff of an institution can be brought
about by Reality Therapy. The study also demonstrated that Reality
Therapy can be used by trained and supervised paraprofessionals to change
other's self-appraisal of their behavior and their actual behavior in a
positive direction. German concluded that.
This investigation demonstrated impirically that significant
and positive changes, in residents and staff of an institution,
can be brought about through the medium of group
problem-solving sessions fashioned after Glasser s reality
43 John r HoUeraf Effect "f r'rnllP ^ounselinp nn I ,ocus of Control
A ^m.cAchievemenr Reality Therapy with 1 Inderach'evmg Junior
High School Smdents diss., Boston University, 1981, 2 .
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therapy model.44
Drummond conducted a study at the Maine Youth Center for juvenile
offenders. The primary treatment modality at the correctional facility is
Reality Therapy. To evaluate the effectiveness of the therapy Drummond
and his colleagues administered a series of self-report instruments to two
hundred and twenty nine youths at six month intervals during 1980 and
1981. One of the major instruments used in the study was The Reality
Therapy Activities Questionnaire This researcher corresponded with John
Drummond regarding his questionnaire. The author responded by mail
sending copies of the instrument and the following explanation about its use:
I had two versions of the Reality Therapy Activities
Questionnaire; one to access the frequency of use and degree
of success the staff had in utilizing Reality Therapy and the
second to access the evaluation of how frequently they
followed the principles.45
The results of the study showed that overall staff evaluations of Reality
Therapy were positive. The highest degree of success was reported on one
of the eight dimensions of Reality Therapy on "not accepting excuses"
followed by "being persistent". Data analyzed from the youth indicated that
they tended to have a strong desire for contact with people. Their
perceptions of the correctional environment changed over time. The
youths perceived the program as being more practically oriented and the
44 Michael German, The Effects of Group Reality Therapy on
Institutionalized Adolescent and Group Leaders, diss., George Peabody
College for Teachers, 1975,100.
45 Drummond, Robert, Letter to the researcher, 15 March 1984.
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staff more supportive. Drummond concluded with this comment: "These
changes on perception reflect the positive influence of Reality Therapy on
the treatment program at the Maine Youth Center."46
In reviewing the literature the researcher found that a number of
studies provide evidence that locus of control orientation, a theoretical
construct developed by Rotter, is related to both responsible and
irresponsible behavior. According to Rotter:
People acquire generalized expectancies based on perceiving
reinforcing events which are either dependent upon one's
own behaviors or are beyond one's control... When a
reinforcement is perceived by the subject as following some
action of his own but not being entirely contingent upon his
action, then, in our culture, it is typically perceived as the
result of luck, chance, fate, as under the control of others or
as unpredictable because of the great complexities of forces
surrounding him. When this event is interpreted in this way
by the individual we have labeled this belief in external
control. If the person perceived that he event is contingent
upon his own behavior or his relatively permanent
characteristics, we have termed this a belief in internal
control.47
It appears that locus of control, as explained by Rotter, ties in very
closely with Reality Therapy's key concept of personal responsibility. For
46 Robert Drummond, Impact of Reality Therapy on the Maine Youth
Center Fourth Assessment of Youth. Orono: University of Maine 1982
ERIC ED 228 562 32.
47 Julian B. Rotter, "Generalized Expectancies for Internal Versus
External Control or Reinforcement". Psychological Monographs 80
(1966) 1.
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example, both concepts infer that having a strong sense of self is to be
accountable for one's actions. Under these circumstances, an internally
controlled person does not project blame for his actions outside of himself;
offers no excuses for his problems and is actively engaged in looking to
himself for more effective ways of handling his behavioral conflicts.
Yarish undertook a study to determine whether Reality Therapy was
capable of bringing about perceptual changes among juvenile delinquents.
The study examined whether youths committed to a residential treatment
facility developed a belief that they are responsible for their own behavior
or, in other words, whether they have become internally oriented.
Yarish developed a Reality Therapy evaluation scale. The scale
contained a ratio which related to the number of appropriate and
inappropriate statement for each leader. If a group leader scored 80% or
better, he was considered to be conducting Reality Therapy. This
instrument was used to determine the degree to which staff were practicing
Reality Therapy.
The second instrument use by Yarish was the Nowicki-Strickland
Locus of Control Scale for Children. According to the investigator: "This
scale is considered one of the best measures of locus of control in children
u48

and has been shown to correlate significantly with Rotter’s theories.”
The results of the study indicated that the group leaders in the

correctional facility were practicing Reality Therapy effectively. The 45
48 Paul Yarish, "Reality Therapy and the Locus of Control of Juvenile
Offenders", Journal of Reality Therapy 6 (Fall 1986) 4.
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juvenile delinquent subjects who initially perceived themselves before
treatment as "being in a world in which they have little control of their
destinies"49 moved significantly toward gaining internal locus of control.
Thus, the study demonstrated that with Reality Therapy treatment
procedures, the juvenile delinquent subjects believed that they had more
control of their own actions.
Holleran investigated the effects of group counseling on locus of
control and academic achievement using Reality Therapy techniques with
20 students underachieving junior high school students. Similar to Yarish's
finding, Holleran's results indicated that a Reality Therapy approach was a
viable method for altering locus of control orientation in externally
controlled adolescents. Holleran contended that the results of the study,
"strongly support the merits of this approach in attempting to help younger
adolescents in public schools acquire a greater perception of internal
control."50
The most extensive research to date has been done in the school system.
Browning investigated whether Reality Therapy classroom management
techniques could be used effectively to improve teacher attitudes, student
attitudes, student achievement and student classroom behavior.
The study was conducted over a six week period in two junior high
schools using an experimental/control group design methodology.
49 Yarish, 7
50 Holleran, 68
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Experimental group teachers were engaged in twenty hours of Reality
Therapy instruction prior to treatment. Both experimental and control
group teachers were administered a pre-post-assessment with the
instruments used to secure data for the study. In all, both groups were
comprised of 28 teachers; 14 in the control group and 14 in the
experimental design. The experimental student group consisted of 345
students and the control group contained 323 students. Student grade point
averages were tabulated prior to and following Reality Therapy treatment.
Incidences of student discipline as measured by tardies, referrals to the
office and suspension were also collected in the same manner.
The findings from this relatively large scale study supported the
following conclusions as stated by Browning:
1.

Reality Therapy in-service education and implementation of
Reality Therapy teaching techniques in classrooms produce
significant changes in the way teachers regard student
discipline.

2.

Implementation of Reality Therapy practices in junior high
classrooms produces positive changes in attitude toward school
environment.

3.

Implementation of Reality Therapy techniques in junior high
classrooms does not seem to be effective in producing students
attitude toward self.

4.

Implementation of Reality Therapy techniques in junior high
classrooms can be effective in producing higher student grade
point averages.
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5.

Reality Therapy techniques in junior high classrooms are not
effective in producing lower rates of student behavior.51

Based on these results, Browning recommended that, "Future research
should focus on a systematic follow-up of teachers receiving Reality
Therapy Training. There exists a need to determine long range
effectiveness of this type training."52
Roberts and Mortray reported on a successful collaborative program
between Western Kentucky University and a local junior high school. The
program for student discipline was implemented by teachers and
administrators. Inservice training was provided in positive discipline
strategies based on Glasser's Reality Therapy. Unlike Browning's teacher
in-service education, this program was carried on over a two year period.
Four noteworthy program elements were emphasized to insure the
teachers' and administrators sense of commitment to the program: (1)
Collaborative decision making among teachers, students and administrators
counselors and university trainers; (2) long-term training and support by
university personnel with a full-time trainer at the school for the first year;
(3) Identification of the existing practices and changes to be implemented in
school rules, teachers disciplinary actions and administrator actions and (4)
the evaluation of data measuring the stages of concern and the level of use of
the innovations. Documentation of the program's success was shown in the
51 Browning, 4
52 Browning, 96
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decline in student suspensions, expulsion and numbers of student absences53
In recent years research in Reality Therapy has begun to focus on
school discipline. There seems to be sufficient evidence that a Reality
Therapy approach to discipline is directly responsible for the reduction in
disruptive behavior in schools that have implemented the program (Roberts
and Mortray, Yarish)
As opposed to punishment, Glasser views discipline as based on logical
consequences. It's an active teaching process involving close, sustained
personal involvement. The difference between the terms discipline and
punishment are listed graphically in Appendix E. Glasser explains
"discipline" in this manner:
For discipline school must be a good place that has
reasonable rules, rules which everyone agrees on because
they are beneficial to the individual and the group; rules
which everyone has a democratic stake in because everyone
has a say in making and changing the rules as need arises.54
The Schools Without Failure approach to discipline is based on
Glasser's principles of Reality Therapy as applied to group situations in
schools. Involvement is the fundamental concept of Schools Without
Failure.
53 Richard Robert, Carl Mortray, "Implementing an In-Service
Program in Positive Discipline Strategies", a paper presented at the Annual
Meeting of the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education,
Kentucky, February 22, 1978.
54 William Glasser, "Schools Without Failure a paper presented at
the Reality Therapy Conference, Los Angeles, February 1977, 3.
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Initiated in 1978, the Schools Without Failure-Positive Approaches to
Discipline Project, an ESSA Component was involved in bringing a positive
approach to dealing with discipline to educational staffs, parents and
children of the Boston Public Schools in Massachusetts. The program was
based primarily on Glassers concepts of Reality Therapy. These are:
1.

Many student problems of alienation, apathy and misbehavior
are due to students experiencing failure.

2.

The most promising route to solving these problems is to help
students identify and take responsibility for their needs, to help
them make a commitment to changing their behavior in order
to meet those needs and to care enough not to accept any
excuses for not carrying through with that commitment.

The major goal of this program was to help students develop more
involvement in school, and to help staff, students and parents leam how to
aid students in developing more self discipline. David P. Moran, one of the
program founders was instrumental in organizing many of the activities. In
an interview with the researcher, Moran described the project as "an
endeavor to improve individual student discipline in a desegregated
environment.” The Schools Without Failure (SWF-PAD) project
advocated a practical, no-nonsense and non-punitive method of changing
behavior. This program funded by the ESSA was allotted $464,192.00 to
train selected Boston public and parochial school students, parents, teachers
and administrators. Major activities included: (1) Staff/Parent training
involving a range of modules from two hour in-service sessions to 30 hour
graduate level courses in discipline, led by project-trained, school-based
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facilitators who worked with their respective schools (2) Student
Involvement Program: Direct Training of high school and middle school
students in leadership training, communication skills and peer counseling.
(3) Parent Involvement Program: Providing parents with knowledge and
skills in dealing with their childrens’ interpersonal behavior. (4) Student
Planning Centers: There are alternatives to suspensions for schools who
required a more in-depth approach.
In-service sessions were an on-going integral part of the program
where topics such as "Positive School Climate" and the "Ten Steps to
Discipline" approach were discussed. The SWF-PAD Program became
an affective means of resolving desegregated-related problems. Indirect
results reported by David Moran was "reduced teacher isolation in a big
city, development of informal teacher support groups and the
enhancement of pride in the practice of teaching."55 The evaluation
specialist, Thomas Gorham states in his program evaluation report that
the program was very successful with all objectives having been
achieved.56
Before concluding the research of the literature regarding Reality
Therapy Behavior Management, this researcher will comment on
Glasser's most recent publication, Control Theory in the Classroom. In
this book, Glasser presents an analysis of what he views is wrong with
55 Moran, David P., Personal Interview 27 September 1986
56 Thomas F. Gorham, "Schools Without Failure, Positive Approach
to Discipline Program Report" ESS A, Boston Public Schools, 1981, 31
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traditional public education and what needs to be changed. According to
Glasser:
We are mistaken if we believe that discipline, dropouts and
drugs are what is wrong with today's schools. Serious as
these are, they are symptoms of a much larger underlying
problem which is that far too many capable students make
little or no effort to leam. ... We will not improve our
schools unless we want to teach in a recognizably different
form from the way we are presently teaching.57
The basis of Glasser’s position on traditional teaching approaches is
that for many students, it becomes a no-win situation. Inference here is that
teachers control the curriculum and how to teach it in the classroom.
Subsequently, many students choose not to compete as individuals or to
work up to their intellectual capacity because of a lack of intrinsic
motivation or fear of failure. It follows then, that these students who are
not fully invested in the learning process could have a tendency to become
truant, disruptive, turn to drugs and eventually drop out of school. Glasser
points out:
We are building a large class of uneducated people who have
less and less real knowledge and therefore less access to
legitimate power and more and more access to our already
crowded prisons and drug rehabilitation center. By the year
2000, the nation may be at risk ... about the huge number of
Americans who are functionally illiterate.
57 William Glasser, Control Theory in the Classroom, (New York:
Harper and Row, 1986) 74.
58 Glasser, 73.
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To remedy the problems students may encounter in traditional
classroom, Glasser advocates a classroom model of team learning where
students work together in small group situations on various academic
projects. Team learning is briefly explained in the following reasons:
1.

Students can gain a sense of belonging by working together in
learning teams of two to five students. The team should be
selected by the teacher so that they (students) are made up of a
range of low, middle and high achievers.

2.

Belonging provides the initial motivation for students to work,
and as they achieve academic success, students who had not
worked previously begin to sense that knowledge is power and
then want to work harder.

3.

Students need not depend only on the teacher. They can (and
are urged to) depend a great deal on themselves; their own
creativity and other members of the team.

4.

The teams are free to figure out how to convince the teacher
and other students (and parents) that they have learned the
material. Teachers will encourage teams to offer evidence
(other than tests) that the material has been learned.

5.

Teams will be changed by the teacher on a regular basis so that
all students will have a chance to be on a high scoring team.59

The team approach to learning could be a viable approach to working
not only with traditional public school students, but also with troubled
adolescents in alternative public high school settings. The rationale here is
that team learning could allow the commitment, satisfaction and excitement
students display in sports.
59 Glasser, 75, 76.
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Summary and Conclusions
In researching the literature embodied in this chapter, the following
conclusions may be drawn:
1.

Alternative public schools demonstrated the capacity to meet
the needs of their students by providing flexibility as well as
emotional and academic support for their students.

2.

Improved attitudes of alternative school students was related to
a greater decline in truancy and disruptive behaviors.

3.

Reality Therapy behavior management programs can be an
effective means of reducing discipline problems and
inappropriate behaviors.

The final conclusion that may be drawn is that more formal research is
needed to determine how troubled adolescents respond to Reality Therapy
in alternative public high schools.

CHAPTER

m

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

"No aspect of social life is too mundane or trivial to be studied.
All settings and people are at once similar and unique. They
are similar in the sense that some general social processes may
be found in any setting or among any group of people. They
are unique in that some aspect of social life can be best studied
in each setting or through each format because there it is best
illuminated. ^
The purpose of this study was to investigate how adolescents,
labelled "troubled", respond to the use of Reality Therapy procedures in
a structured environment.
Design of the Study
To obtain data deemed necessary for this study, the researcher used
a bipartite process involving a mixture of qualitative and quantitative
techniques. The design of the study was divided into two phases: Phase
One utilized qualitative analysis consisting on an in-depth, intensive
interview schedule administered to faculty and students.
1 Everett C. Hughes, Men and Their Work (New York: Free Press,
1958)49.
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Qualitative methodology was utilized in phase one of the study design
in order to view the Reach Alternative High School Program holistically.
The holistic approach to research design is open to
gathering data on any number of aspects of the setting
under study in order to put together a complete picture
of the social dynamics of a particular program.. . it also
assumes that a description of a program’s context is
essential for understanding the program.2
Since the purpose of the study was to investigate how adolescents
labelled "troubled" respond to the use of Reality Therapy procedures it
was reasonable to ask them directly.
...qualitative methodology refers to research
procedures which produce descriptive data: people’s
own written or spoken words... allow us to know them
personally and to see them as they are developing their
own definition of the world. For the qualitative
researcher, all perspectives are valuable...Thus the
juvenile delinquent's perspective is just as important as
the judge's or counselor's.3

Instruments Used to Gather Data
Phase One
In order to conduct the data collection phase of the first section of the
2 Michael Q. Patton, Qualitative Evaluation Methods (Beverly Hills,
CA: Sage Publications, 1982) 40.
3 Robert Bogdan and Stephen J. Taylor, Introduction to Qualitative
Research Methods (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1984) 5-6.
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study, this researcher administered an in-depth, intensive interview using
a semi-structured open-ended format. This particular interview approach
was selected because the participants were only interviewed once for a
limited time. This type of interview schedule allowed for data grouping
and content analysis along with insuring that significant topics would be
responded to by each of the subjects. Patton describes the process in the
following manner:
Interview data for program evaluation purposes allow the
evaluator to capture the perspectives of the program participants,
staff and others associated with the program. What does the
program look like and feel like to the people involved? What are
the experiences of program participants? What thoughts do people
knowledgeable about the program have concerning program
operations, processes and outcomes?.... What changes do
participants perceive in themselves as a result of their involvement
in the program?^
Subsequently, the technique of intensive interviewing referred to as
a "flexible strategy of discovery",* 5was a very effective approach in
providing a framework within which the subjects were able to express
their individual perceptions and experiences in their own terms.
A rationale for seeking information through the interview technique
^ Patton, 161.
5 John Lofland, Analyzing Social Settings: A Guide to Qualitative
nervation and Analysis (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co. 1971)
76.

66

as opposed to the use of a questionnaire is substantiated by Tuckman:
Personally sensitive and revealing information is difficult to obtain
from a questionnaire and it is also difficult to get answers to indirect non¬
specific questions that represent probes.^

The Interview Process
After the participants agreed to participate in the study, the
researcher arranged a date, time and place for the interview session that
was convenient for the individual. Each interview began with an explicit
description of the purpose and intent of the study. The researcher
explained how the participants were selected and personally thanked each
individual for participating in the study.
Each individual was assured that his/her identity would be obscured
in the data and that any confidential information would be excluded from
the study.
As part of the interview process the researcher requested permission
to tape-record the interviews. An explanation was offered stating that
taping is an accurate, time-saving method of recording information
which permits the interviewer to concentrate on the subject's verbal
responses, rather than on the task of taking notes. Patton refers to the
6 Bruce W. Tuckman, Conducting Educational Research (New York:
Harcourt Brace, Jovanovich, 1972) 187.
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tape recorder as "indispensable",7 and Lofland contends that for all
intents and purposes, it is imperative that one tape record ... "if
conceivably possible, tape record. Then one can interview".8
The length of the interview sessions were approximately thirty to
forty-five minutes. Being a staff member, where relationships with the
participant has been previously established, this researcher was able to
anticipate and prepare for any problems which could have interfered
with the quality of the interviews.
Phase Two
Phase two involved the use of statistical analysis. There is a
considerable amount of discussion in the literature concerning the pros
and cons of choosing a research method or mixture that is appropriate to
both the subject and the circumstances of the study. As Rist so aptly
stated:
"Hard vs soft" "quantifiers vs describes" "scientists
vs critics" rigor vs intuition" suggests that the dichotomies
such as represented by these trite cliches have too long
dominated comparative discussions of varying research
strategies in education.... Research methods represent
different means of acting upon the environment. To choose
one line of action over and against another is to have
foregone others available from a different perspective or
orientation .... All knowledge is social. The methods one
employs to articulate our knowledge of reality necessarily
flow from beliefs and values about the very nature of that
7 Patton 247.
8 Lofland 89.
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reality ... put differently, no methodology allows us to step
twice in the same stream in the same placed
Student interview responses were operationalized for the purpose of
statistical analysis. This was done along different dimensions. Responses
to questions regarding the student's attitude towards various aspects of
the alternative high school were rated on three point attitude scales.
More specific questions asking the student to list his/her perceived
differences, were also quantified to express the actual number of items
mentioned. Finally, responses were categorized according to the
different areas of school life touched upon. An example of one category
included student responses to questions asking about such things as
possible improvement. In this way, the researcher hoped to combine
"quantifiers" and "describers."
In conjunction with the interview schedule, the researcher used a
written survey instrument to augment the information that was gathered
from the interviews. According to Lofland, "quantitative studies serve
to firm up and modify knowledge first gained in a fundamentally
qualitative fashion".^
Description of the SASI
The Statements About Schools Inventory, developed by Gerald
9 Ray Rist, Restructured American Education: Innovations and
Alternatives (New Jersey; Transaction Books, 1972) 1,3.

10 Lofland 6.
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Smith, Thomas Gregory and Richard Pugh of Indiana University is an 88
item - Likert-type scale with five possible responses: (1) "almost always
fits," (2) "often fits," (3) "occasionally fits," (4) "seldom fits," (5)
"almost never fits." The SASI is designed for assessing alternative school
settings. The instrument was administered to students and teachers to
gather data about the proficiency of the Reach Alternative High School
program. The SASI survey items are grouped to form the following
four scales:
a.

Security Needs focuses on student's needs for a stable,
orderly, and controlled environment that minimizes
physical/psychological threat and fosters a sense of well¬
being. A high score on this scale suggests an environment
that emphasizes control and order without necessarily being
oppressive. A low score suggests an environment that
places little emphasis on control and order.

b.

Social Needs Scale measures the extent to which a school
provides opportunity for students to establish friendship
with peers and adults and fosters feeling of belonging to a
group. A high score on this scale indicates an environment
that emphasizes building social relationships and encourages
feelings of belonging and being liked by others. A low
score suggests an environment that does little to encourage
the socializing function but is not necessarily anti-social.

c.

Esteem Needs scale measures how well a school helps
students to feel capable of being successful and reaching
important levels of achievement A high score reflects an
environment that provides many avenues to success and
lessens the likelihood of failure. A low score indicates an
environment that places little emphasis on achievement and
status but not necessarily one laden with failure and
degradation.

d.

Self-Actualization Needs measures how well a school helps
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students grow in personally meaningful and satisfying ways
toward the goal of becoming more complete and integrated
human beings. A high score suggests an environment that
enhances personal growth and emotional maturity. A low
score reflects an environment that treats these goals more
casually but is not necessarily inhumane.11

The following list of items and the numbers of statements
representing each concept describes the scope of the SASI:12
order
warmth
community
control
divergence
self-acceptance
stability
status/recognition

(4)
(4)
(4)
(3)
(3)
(3)
(3)
(3)

achievement
freedom
participation
personal growth
responsibility
risk
cooperation
liveliness

(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(2)
(1)
(1)

Estimates of reliability (Cronbach alphas) of individual scales of the
SASI have been reported to range from .88 to .98 for students and .80 to
.97 for teachers.13 To establish concurrent validity the scale of scores of
11 Thomas B. Gregory, Richard B. Pugh and Gerald Smith, "Meeting
Student Needs: Evidence of the Superiority of Alternative Schools" Phi
Delta Kappan, (April 1981) 561.
12 Thomas B. Gregory, Richard B. Pugh and Gerald Smith, "The SAS
Inventory: A Measure to the Extent to Which Alternative and Conventional
High Schools Meet Students Needs", a paper presented to the American
Educational Research Association. Los Angeles, CA, April 16,1981, 9.
13 Thomas B. Gregory and Gerald R. Smith, "Differences Between
Alternative and Conventional Schools in Meeting Students Needs , a paper
presented to the American Education Research Association. Montreal,
April 11,1983, 3.
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the SASI were correlated with the scale scores of the Quality of School
Life Questionnaire (QSL). Three of the four scales of the SASI (Social.

Esteem and Self-Actualizationl showed positive correlation with the
three subscales of the QSL (Satisfaction with School. Commitment to
Classwork. and Reaction to Teachers!.
The correlations ranged from .63 to .95 for the three scales:
Esteem and Satisfaction

.63

Esteem and Social

.95

Reaction to Teachers

.95

The QSL has no counterpart for the SASI Security Scale. With the
exception of the Security Scale, all of the correlations were reported
significant at the .01 level or greater.14
The SASI was field-tested in six conventional and seven alternative
high schools in a four-state area.15
Administration Of The SASI
At a designated time and place, both the students and the teachers
completed the SASI which involved responding to each of the four
subscales twice. The first set of statements reflected respondents
perceptions of how the school actually meets a student's needs (Actual
14 Joyce L. Epstein and James L. McPartland, "The Concept of the
Measurement of the Quality of School Life" American Education Research
Journal Winter 1976: 20-23.
15 Gregory, Pugh, Smith. 561.
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Sort). While the second set of statements indicated an individual's ideal
school, one that the respondent would like to attend or to teach in.
Meeting the needs of the students is the purpose of schools. "Most
parents, students, teachers and administrators are likely to agree on this
point, even though they may differ on what those needs are and how to
meet them."
The following are representative statements from each of the four
SASI scales:
SECURITY Scale
This school is well organized.
Teachers enforce the rules here.
SOCIAL Scale
The teachers here are enthusiastic.
Helping each other is encouraged here.
ESTEEM Scale
Each student feels worthwhile here.
Students are treated as mature persons
SELF-ACTUALIZATION Scale
This school believes students can become better people.
Students are encouraged to be creative.
As previously stated, the subjects were assured of confidentiality.
Names were not used on the response sheets. ("Staff' or "Student" was
placed where the name of the respondent should go.)
Description Of The Population
The population investigated by this study included twenty three
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students and six full-time faculty members at Reach High Alternative
School. The student subjects were randomly selected from grades 9
through 12. This group was comprised of 16 males and 7 females whose
ages ranged from 15 to 20 years.
Permission to Conduct The Study
Since the researcher used a public school as the basis for the study,
the School Department Guidelines for Studying Human Subjects was
strictly adhered to. Permission was obtained from the principal and the
superintendent of schools to conduct this research project. A voluntary
written consent form (Appendix D) was signed by those subjects who
agreed to participate in the study. In addition, parents signatures were
obtained on student consent forms.
The subjects for this study were selected for two specific reasons:
First, these individuals are closely associated with the program at
various levels. Second, they willingly volunteered their time and
assistance in developing this phase of the study.
As previously stated, the subjects were provided with background
data regarding the purpose of the study. They were informed on how
the information would be handled, including the fact that their names
would not be used in the study. In order to insure confidentiality, the
name of the school was changed to a fictitious name which is referred to
throughout the study as "Reach Alternative High School.

Lastly, the

location of the school is alluded to as "a small New England suburban
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alternative high school south of Boston."
Description of Statistical Procedures
Two separate interview schedules were used to gather data for the
study. The staff interview preceded the student interview schedule. Some
of the questions from the staff interview led to the formulation of
questions in the student interview.
The data collected from the interview schedules were analyzed in
light of the subjects' perspectives. In order to treat the data in a uniform
process, the concept of "constant comparative analysis" was used.
According to Glasser and Strauss, generating a theory involving the
formation of conceptual categories means that most hypotheses and
concepts not only come from the data, but are systematically worked out
in relationship to the data during the course of the research.16
The researcher arranged the data collected from the interviews on
charts so that the responses to the same questions were interpreted along
three dimensions: (1) Attitude quality or strength, (2) Number of
specific items listed in response and (3) Categories mentioned in the
response. It should be noted that specific items tended to elicit responses
along one of these dimensions. Through this procedure, various patterns
and themes emerged. These themes were delineated through frequency
and cross-correlational analyses done on the coded interview data from a
16 Barney G. Glasser, Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of
Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research (Chicago: Aldme
Publishers, 1980) 6.
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group of 20 students (7 females and 13 males)
T-tests were used in the treatment of data collected from the survey
instrument. Statements About Schools Inventory. Obtained data were
analyzed to examine questions relating to staff and students actual and
ideal conceptions of the Reach Alternative High School Program. Since
the SASI has been widely used with both alternative and conventional
schools (86 schools to date), it provided a useful comparison group.
Thus the mean standardized scores of the SASI alternative schools were
compared to the mean scaled scores of Reach Alternative High School.
In this study the researcher considered differences to be statistically
significant if they could be due to chance less than five times out of 100
(p< .05).
Attendance Data
To substantiate the reliability of interview responses the researcher
collected data regarding absences and suspensions from students
permanent and current records. The data were analyzed by comparing
the number of days absent and suspensions during students' first year at
the alternative high school to the average number of days absent during
the past academic year in their previous schools. A t-test was used to
evaluate the statistical significance at a p< .05 level.
Research Questions
As stated on pages 14 and 15, the study attempted to answer the
following questions:

76

1.

If students experience Reality Therapy Behavior
Management, will there be a decline in tmancy and
disruptive behaviors?

2.

What changes do students and staff perceive in themselves as
a result of their involvement in the Reach High Alternative
Program?

3.

To what extent does the alternative school environment
meet the needs of troubled adolescents?

Conclusion
In this chapter the researcher has described the overall design of the
study consisting of a mixture of qualitative and quantitative techniques.
Obtained data from the interviews, survey instrument and student record
reviews will be presented and described in Chapter IV.

CHAPTER IV

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Introduction
The purpose of Chapter Four is to report, analyze and discuss the
findings of the data collected in this study. The data were interpreted in a
manner which addressed the three central research questions pertaining to
the study. Namely, (1) If students participate in a Reality Therapy
Program, will there be a decline in truancy and disruptive behaviors? (2)
What changes do staff and students perceive in themselves as a result of
their involvement in the Reach High Alternative Program? and (3) Does
the Alternative School environment meet the needs of troubled
adolescents?
The implications and limitations of the data collected will be discussed
in Chapter Five of this study.
The data will be presented in the following order:
I.

Truancy and Disruptive Behaviors
A.

Results of Attendance Differences Between Traditional
and Alternative High Schools Abstracted from Students'
Permanent Records.

B.

Results of Suspension Differences Between Traditional
and Alternative High Schools Abstracted from Students'
Permanent Records.
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II.

Interview Data
A.

Result of the staffs Interview Questions.

B.

Result of the student's Interview Questions.

C.

Results of the Statements About Schools Inventory
administered to staff and students.

Truancy and Disruptive Behaviors
Data on the percentage attendance rates and numbers of suspensions
during a one year period were gathered on a random sample of twenty
students attending Reach High School.
The group containing 13 boys and 7 girls had been enrolled from a
minimum of one year to four years of high school. Similar data were
gathered on these students concerning their attendance and numbers of
suspensions during the last year of enrollment in a traditional high
school program. The obtained data regarding attendance and
suspensions were researched and abstracted from the students'
cumulative records. Two separate t-tests were performed; one on
percentage of attendance and one on the number of suspensions. The
differences are depicted in Figures 3 and 4. The statistical results are
listed in Fig. 3
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Fig. 3

Attendance Differences Between Traditional and
Alternative High Schools.

4

Fig. 4

Suspension Differences Between Traditional and
Alternative High Schools.

Traditional HS

Alternative HS
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TABLE 2
ATTENDANCE AND SUSPENSIONS

Percentage Attendance

Mean

Traditional HS
Alternative HS

62.25 15.086
83.80 4.675

Number of Suspensions
Traditional HS
Alternative HS

SD

Diff Bet Means

21.55

Mean

SD

Diff Bet Means

3.55
.90

1.932
.788

2.65

t-value df
6.07

2-tail prob

19

t-value df
7.74

<.001

2-tail prob

19

<.001

The statistically significant differences in increased attendance and
decreased frequency of suspensions support the claim that the Reality
Therapy principles which govern the forms of student-teachers interactions
at Reach High are effective in reducing levels of truancy and disruptive
behaviors. The remaining two research questions focus on the student's and
staffs subjective experience of the alternative program.
Instruments
Data relevant to student and staff perceptions were obtained through
the use of two instruments. The first instrument was an in-depth,
intensive interview schedule using a semi-structured open-ended format.
The interview schedule was comprised of two parts: Staff Interview
Questions and Student Interview Questions. The staff interview schedule
was administered to six subjects and the student interview schedule was
administered to the same group of twenty subjects described in the
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section above. The second instrument was the Statements About Schools
Inventory which was administered to a group of 23 students and 6

teachers. (The student subset of this sample partially overlapped the
sample of 20 students used for the semi-structured interview) The two
instruments have been described in Chapter Three and are also contained
in the appendices.
Staff Perceptions
The purpose of this segment of the study is to describe the
alternative program in terms of how the key staff members view it. The
qualitative research methodology employed here was based on
descriptive data gathered through intensive interviews. The data were
gathered and presented in a narrative format using extensive quotations,
descriptions and factual information made in response to the interview
questions.
The obtained data were analyzed using the principles of constant
comparative analysis as described in Chapter Three. This method
resulted in the classification of the information into seven conceptual
categories. The categories, which emerged from the interview data,
represent major elements in the staffs perceptions of the alternative high
school program. The organization of the seven conceptual categories is
listed below:
1.

Program Origin

2.

Philosophy of the Program

3.

View of Reality Therapy
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4.

Incidences of Success and Failure

5.

Frequent Encounters

6.

Staff Concerns

7.

Changes and Improvements

Program Origin
In response to the question, "Can you tell me how this program came
about?", the respondents agreed that in 1980 this particular school system
identified a population of students who could not be retained within the
regular high school program due to severe behavior and emotional
problems. The respondents described the students' behavior as
physically violent, verbally abusive, anti-social and emotionally
disturbed. Because of the severity of the students' special needs
(behavioral/educational) a determination was made that these adolescents
needed to be educated in a therapeutic setting that offered counseling and
education. One of the teachers referred to Chapter 766 regulation
requiring a need to provide service to these students.
"Under Chapter 766, these students have a right to an
educational program. This program must meet the
objectives stated in the individual's educational plan. For
this population, the effort to mainstream often conflicts with
the efforts to provide adequate services. The services are
sacrificed or, in truth never provided in the name of
mainstreaming, and the student is the loser."
Another respondent mentioned the effect of Proposition 2 1/2. He
felt that financially the town would save money by establishing an
alternative high school.
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"Five years ago, our school system used to send these
students to a collaborative alternative high school servicing
surrounding towns. When Proposition 2 1/2 came about,
our special education director thought it would be a
worthwhile task to incorporate a program of this type into
our school system as a cost-saving method. By having these
students attend school within the town, it would save a great
deal of money considering we had the physical plant
available and the staff already allotted for financially."
The staff concluded that in response to the reasons cited above.
Reach Alternative High School Program was developed in September,
1981, to provide supportive services to students who could not be
maintained in the regular high school program because of severe
behavior/leaming problems.
Philosophy of the Program
In terms of the program philosophy, the respondents' perceptions were
quite clear.
"The philosophy of the Alternative High School is to
provide a place for students who have not been able to
succeed in a regular high school program. The program is
intended for students who have severe emotional problems
or drug and alcohol related difficulties. The goal of the
school is to allow these kids an opportunity to grow, mature
and to receive academics in a therapeutic setting.
One teacher viewed the program philosophy in this manner:
The program philosophy is to help kids become aware of
their feelings and their behaviors that contribute to their
problems. By becoming aware of their feelings and
behavior problems, they could begin to deal with them in a
positive way which in turn could open the pathways toward
academics.
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Another perspective on the philosophy of the program was
expressed in this way:
"Many of our students have poor impulse control, are easily
distracted and do not adjust to change well. As I see it, the
philosophy of the program is to provide a stable, predictable
environment with clearly defined limits which help students
feel safe and cared for. The program should provide a
constant, dependable community where the student can look
to others for assistance and receive it consistently."
In retrospect, the respondents felt that the philosophy of the program
was to focus on the behaviors, feelings and needs of the students while
providing consistency in a safe therapeutic milieu.
View of Reality Therapy
It is the opinion of this researcher that Reality Therapy is an
effective approach in reducing discipline problems. It is a very verbal
cognitive therapy. The crux of the therapy rests on personal
responsibility for one’s behavior. However, this researcher is aware that
Reality Therapy can mean different things to different people. In order
to understand the participants opinions, the following question was
asked: "Since Reality Therapy is the cornerstone of the Alternative High
School Program, how do you view Reality Therapy? Can you tell me in
your own words what it means to you?" One response was:
"I think the key thing to Reality Therapy is working with
adolescents in an alternative high school is involvement and
caring. Most of these kids who are acting-out are really
acting out feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. Reality
Therapy says to these students that your behavior, in fact,
does make a difference. It's what you do that determines
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what happens to you. In many ways Reality Therapy is a
contrast to feelings of helplessness. In effect, it pounds away
telling the individual that what you do in life is what you get.
If you want things to be different, then you have to do
something different for yourself. Just complaining is not
going to change anything. I think the emphasis of
accountability and helping people to see that they have to
change is the essential ingredient."
One teacher emphasized structure and setting limits as the basis for
Reality Therapy.
"The Reality Therapy program is a very structured system
which stresses that students should see that there are
consequences for all of their behavior both positive and
negative. Necessary components to Reality Therapy is the
use of individualized contracts and limit setting."
This particular individual described a trusting relationship as the
essence of Reality Therapy:
"Before anything else, you definitely need to establish a
trusting relationship with the student. Through his/her
negative acting-out behaviors this individual is unable to
gain recognition through socially accepted pathways.
People have given up on her. By establishing a trusting
relationship and developing a warm emotional involvement,
the student can begin to feel - here is someone who cares
enough about me so that I can begin to change."
Another teacher felt that the backbone of Reality Therapy is expressed
in this statement:
"I believe very firmly that bad behavior leads to bad feelings
and that bad feelings can best be corrected by better
behavior You have to point out to the student what he is
doing and ask HOW CAN THIS HELP YOU? DO YOU
FEEL THAT WHAT YOU ARE DOING IS RIGHT? The
job is not to look for excuses but to point out the reality of
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the behavior and to ask the student to make a value
judgement of his behavior in terms of right or wrong, good
or bad. To me, Reality Therapy forces the person to be
totally in control of themselves, their actions are their
responsibility. I find too often, this age population is not
willing to accept the blame for an incident. Usually, it's the
other person’s fault. With Reality Therapy there are no
excuses. It's very direct."
The participants view of Reality Therapy varied from the
importance of establishing trusting relationships; counselor/teacher
caring and student involvement, to the necessity of realistic limit setting;
stressing responsible behavior and not accepting excuses. All agreed that
Reality Therapy is a workable treatment plan which can affect positive
behaviors and self control with the adolescent.
Major Advantages
In general, the six participants felt that Reality Therapy was the most
appropriate method for the alternative high school student.
"... In my opinion, Reality Therapy is one of the easiest
concepts to get a grasp on. It's not a real complicated theory
and it's pretty straight forward as opposed to insight
oriented therapies. Reality Therapy makes it very clear to
staff what to say and do when interacting with the students."
Another perspective on the advantage of using Reality Therapy was
stated as follows:
"It's extremely consistent. These students come from very
inconsistent backgrounds. Many have not had a trusting
relationship with a caring adult. Through Reality Therapy
techniques these kids can predict the consequence of their
behavior. It shows them that their actions can make a
difference."

87

In sum, the respondents cited the following advantages of a Reality
Therapy Program: It's an uncomplicated theory; it's extremely consistent;
it's an easy concept to get a grasp on; and, it allows the students to look at
their behavior in terms of how it helps them or hurts them in achieving
their goals.
Drawbacks
A Reality Therapy based program appears to be only as good as the
people (staff) who use it.
"The involvement can be difficult for some of the
counselors. You’re putting a tremendous amount of trust in
your client. To me it's like a double-sided bargain. You
have to put out sometimes almost as much, if not more, than
the client does. It takes a certain kind of person who
believes in Reality Therapy principles completely to have it
work. You need the strength and fortitude to carry through
and the ego strength to hang in there when the going gets
rough.."
Another drawback cited by one of the teachers was:
"We only have the students for five hours a day. Many of
our students come from a street life situation. The same
kinds of behaviors that are thought to be inappropriate in
our setting can be rewarded in the streets."
One respondent expressed concern over the problem of parental
support:
"Parenting skills for many of these students are very
limited. Although these kids experience a consistent
structured program at school, they go home to a very
inconsistent situation where the parents have great difficulty

88

in setting firm limits. The real carry-over of Reality
Therapy is questionable."
A further drawback was noted by this individual in terms of the
suitability of therapy for certain individuals:
"I think potentially for some kids and some kinds of
problems you need to go beyond just behavior. Reality
Therapy in its strictest sense doesn't deal with feeling. Even
though the program is grounded in Reality Therapy, I
personally feel that kids need to become more aware and
more expressive of their feelings."
Another thing, you need more than Reality Therapy in a
crisis situation when a kid overdoses on substance or loses
control of himself."
The respondent expressed concern over the carry-over of Reality
Therapy beyond the school boundaries as well as the appropriateness of the
treatment in different situations.
Incidents on Success and Failure
Students come to Reach Alternative High School for a range of
specific reasons and with a variety of problems. In particular, they
display low sense of control over themselves and their environments, low
endurance, low self esteem and a high need for both adventure and
involvement. These students may demonstrate a basic sense of
helplessness and irresponsibility. They realize that whatever happens,
good or bad, happens in spite of them and their behaviors. In this section
of the study, the researcher wanted to gather perceptions related to
critical situations and incidents of success in working with this student
population.
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"Can you cite some incidences where Reality Therapy Techniques or
Strategies was particularly effective?"
"I can think of one incident where a student was seeking
attention and there was some question as to whether or not
he was able to control his impulses. We were considering
the use of medication for him. I initiated a new contract for
him with some built-in success and a reward system. We
realized that this student had the ability to control his
impulses. What was lacking in our approach was a
reasonable contract and that it was motivation that made a
difference in his behavior."
One of the objectives of Reality Therapy is to help students become
aware that they have choices. When a student gets himself in a difficult
situation, he fails to recognize that in some way he chose it to happen.
One counselor recalled this particular incident.
" I had one student who continually made excuses for minor
infraction. One incident I can think of is when I was
running a group.
Counselor - "How come you're late?"
Student - " 'Cause the teacher kept us late."
Counselor - "No, that's not why you're late."
Student - "I stopped to talk to Joey, he made me late."
Counselor - "No, Joey did not make you late!"
What the student failed to realize is that he chose to be late.
Finally I got him to realize his pattern. He continually
projected and externalized on a situation or another person.
He could not accept responsibility for his actions. It was
easier to invent and excuse. This is the kind of breakthrough
in making a difference and in helping a kid grow."
A pivotal incident was recalled by another staff member:
"One student was having difficulties with termination to the
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point that in the past few days she was goofing up her
behavior. The day before she was going to graduate, she
really became scared of the idea and she wanted someone to
tell her what to do. She had completed all the requirements,
but part of her was now saying 'I don't want to.' What was
stopping her was the fear that she hadn't earned it and that
she wasn't ready to go on. By acting-out she expected her
behavior would keep her at the school and that it would be
determined that she really wasn't able to graduate. I helped
her to understand that she had to make a choice and to
realize her behavior was an attempt to stay on at Alternative
High where she felt safe and comfortable. A year after she
graduated she returned to thank me saying 'making choices
realistically and knowing I'm capable of choosing the right
way has made a big difference in my life. It's given me the
power to grow up."'
Each of the participants stated that there were times when they were
not successful in using Reality Therapy techniques. One of the teachers
shared the following incident.
"One of my students was a binge-purger. She constantly
stole food from the Home Economics class. Following her
theft, she would then go to the ladies room to vomit. She did
not need to steal the food as she could have any item that was
cooked during this period. I offered her food, discussed
health habits and how she was damaging her body. None of
the techniques that I tried were helping. This girl finally left
the program."
Another staff member recalled this situation:
"I guess my big failure was in working with a school phobic.
No matter what contracts we made or how committed the
student seemed to be, it just wasn't working. Although we
couldn't prove it, this student was self-inducing harm and
punishment to himself to the point where he could not attend
school. His pattern was to emotionally trigger asthma
attacks. I came to realize that this student needed much
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more help than we could give him. At present he is
receiving special help elsewhere."
The participants also recalled other incidents such as crisis situations
and those particular times when the student denies that he has a problem and
that there is a need to change.
Frequent Encounters
In response to the interview question: "In working with the
alternative high school student, what kinds of situations do you encounter
most frequently?" Four of the six staff members offered the following
descriptions:
Respondent 1
"Social interaction difficulty would be the most frequent
situation. Our students often have problems with peers and
authority figures."
Respondent 2
"Some of our kids have great difficulty verbalizing their
feelings and tend to act them out. Sometimes their behaviors
can escalate to dangerous situations."
Respondent 3
" So many of the students have little tolerance for delaying
gratification. They are impulse ridden and act before they
think."
Respondent 4
"Quite often we have to deal with students who appear to be
on drugs or alcohol."
All the respondents agreed that one or more of the above-mentioned
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situations could be very demanding and frustrating:
"Even though these kinds of situations are common to the
alternative program, it never gets any easier. Some days are
totally frustrating and you wonder why you chose this job!"
Staff Concerns
The researcher wanted to gain insights as to how the staff members
perceived their functioning as a group and what kinds of staff are needed
to run the program.
"What kind of staff are needed to mn this program?"
"A staff with a lot of energy. Solid people in terms of how
they relate to other people. These people do not necessarily
have to have prior training, but they do need good
interpersonal skills and a willingness to look at themselves."
Another teacher stated:
"Well, certainly people with special needs backgrounds
working with behavioral disordered students. We also need
people who are flexible."
One teacher felt team work was essential:
"You have to work together, be consistent in your approach.
If one staff member thinks it’s O.K. to let minor infractions
go by while another staff member adheres to a strict
behavioral management code, the students could get mixed
messages."
It appears that the teachers view team work, consistency and
flexibility necessary characteristics for staff members. People with
interpersonal skills and a "lot of energy" are also important to the
program. "What kinds of staff conflicts have occurred here?"
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"People are bound to have conflicts with each other
especially in a tough and draining job situation such as ours
can be. I think it's essential that the staff practice what they
teach in terms of Reality Therapy principles. The kind of
accountability they make with the students should be made
with themselves ... When a conflict does arrive, then the
staff member can start to realize his own role in
contributing to those conflicts, rather than just blaming the
other person."
This teacher perceived the major concern regarding staff conflict as a
lack of communication.
"I get really upset when a teacher or a counselor holds back
or refuses to share important information concerning a
student. The lines of communication have to be open to help
these kids."
One respondent viewed an inconsistent approach to Reality Therapy as
a basis for staff confrontation.
"We had one teacher adhering to the system completely,
whereas another teacher was very loose about the approach.
What followed was generally philosophical disputes about
how the program should be run."
The view of the staff regarding the kinds of faculty needed to run the
program varied from untrained to specially trained personnel. For the
most part, the staff agreed that people with strong interpersonal skills,
energetic, consistent and demonstrating a willingness to work in a
cohesive team approach are important qualities. Staff conflicts centered
around communication, philosophical disputes and consistency in the use
of Reality Therapy.
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Personal Change
During this portion of the interview, the staff were asked on how they
changed since they started in the program.
"I've changed considerably when I first entered the
program. I had very high expectations about my abilities to
help the kids and to develop a model program. I'm still very
committed, but more realistic about the things I can do and
things I cannot change. My coping skills are improved. I
have learned to be taskmaster as well as an advocate for my
kids.”
One teacher stated that she is less gullible and better able to work with
troubled adolescents. Another subject spoke of:
"... a newfound craziness and an ability to listen to the
worst kinds of language without personalizing it!"
This particular teacher felt he gained much more insight into his own
behaviors:
"Clearly, I’m much more in tuned to myself and as in
Reality Therapy I feel responsible for whatever happens to
me. I’m responsible for how I express my feeling. When I
start to say (someone made me mad) I come up short. It's
easy to look at a lot of different situations and blame others - it's them, not me that's at fault. Obviously I didn’t create
all my own problems. There are things that happen to us in
our own life that are beyond our control. However, what I
have learned is to always look to myself first for some kind
of solution even if I didn t create the problem. What am I
going to do to help myself, rather than bitch about how ^
things are. It has given me a sense of power over my life.
The six participants concluded that the program had influenced
personal change in a number of ways ranging from an increased sense of
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power and self awareness to acquiring a more tolerant and flexible
approach in working with troubled adolescents.
Changes and Program Improvement
In this final section of the interviews, the researcher solicited the staffs
thoughts and opinions on how they perceived program improvement.
"If you had the power to change things about the program, what
would you make different?"
"I would increase the number of counselors available to the
students. As it stands now the counselors have a multitude of
duties including tracking, doing follow-up with outside
agencies and working with families."
One teacher felt the curriculum structure should be changed:
"I feel that we needed to evaluate our curriculum and change
instructional time to having more academics in the morning,
leaving the afternoons for vocational and activity periods.
We also could use more funding for material and services."
Two staff members felt that they would like to see more
communication and consistency with staff members:
"Although we have a detailed manual that clearly spells out
policy, procedure and management strategies, individual
staff members interpret it sometimes more loosely than it
should. It would be beneficial to tighten up amongst staff."
"I guess we have most difficulty in staff communication.
Although we are all knowledgeable about Reality Therapy,
we do not always share information or follow-up on what
we are doing with the students."
"In your opinion, how could the Reality Therapy program be
improved?"
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"We definitely need staff in-service training. I think that
people do a good job at the high school, but the Reality
Therapy Program is not fully thought out as an integrated
program in maximizing the growth of the kids. Right now
we tend to be a holding area. With the strength of the staff,
we could become a better program if we had more training maybe even a good outside consultant to help us pull it
together."
Another counselor's opinion was:
"People really need to be more committed to the program.
Using Reality Therapy and making it work on these kids is a
very demanding, difficult thing to do. I think it's easier to
back away and feel frustrated. I've seen other alternative
schools that tried to employ Reality Therapy as a part of the
program. It wasn't structured enough and tight enough for
the kids to feel safe. A great deal of Reality Therapy is
demanding accountability for ones’ behavior and actions.
More commitment and involvement by all staff members
would greatly improve the program."
The general consensus of the staff was that human factors such as
open communication, consistency and commitment would enhance the
program. Other factors that would bring about change and improvement
were cited as in-service training, curriculum development, additional
counselors and an increased budget.
Summary
As common themes, the core values of involvement, responsibility,
commitment and flexibility emerged throughout the interview data. It
would appear from all of the interview discussions that these core values
are fundamental to the process of a Reality Therapy Program.
Incidents of success and failure were largely based upon the degree to
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which the Reality Therapy process was working. Why is it so successful
with some students and not with others? The opinions of the staff revealed
several improvement factors: a working relationship built on trust,
involvement and accountability on the part of the staff member and the
student was the necessary component for success. The ability to make
proper choices on the part of the student was another element of success in
Reality Therapy. One of the teachers stated that the true test of any of his
successes is when a student is able to return to a regular educational setting.
In contrast, Reality Therapy strategies seemed to be ineffective when a
student denies there is a problem; refuses to see and accept that there is a
need for change; or when a student has severe psychological problems in
terms of dealing with reality.
The staff felt that Reality Therapy could not be successful when
applied loosely or inconsistently. Recurring issues and concerns as noted
in the interview data, focused on communication between staff members
and inconsistency in the application of Reality Therapy strategies.
The perceptions of the participants varied in terms of the kind of staff
needed to run the program. Some respondents felt prior training in
working with troubled adolescents was necessary. Whereas, others felt that
strong interpersonal skills, a sense of commitment, and a willingness to
become involved with this age population are requisites.
Student Perceptions
In this segment, the data collected from the twenty students were
analyzed using a quantitative methodology approach. Specifically,
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student interview responses were coded, tabulated and assigned scaled
scores utilizing the SPSS-X Computer Data Base Program.
The questions from the semi-structured interview schedule which
concern self-perceived changes on the part of the students are numbers
8 ("How have you changed since you first enrolled at Reach High?")
and the different parts of question 13 ("Can you briefly describe your
progress since entering this school in terms of a) course work, b)
behavior c) relationship with teachers, d) peer relationships and e)
specific issues/ drugs, sexuality, etc.")
Responses to question 8 were coded in terms of the different
categories listed by the students when given the opportunity to respond
freely. (The different coding dimensions are discussed in Chapter
Three) These fell into three distinct categories: level of responsibility,
emotional well-being and external variables (such as grades). Since a
number of students listed changes in level of responsibility and
emotional well-being, a fourth category was created for students
responding in this manner. The responses are illustrated in the
following figure 5 pie chart.
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Fig. 5

AREAS OF CHANGE
■ Responsibility
□ Emotional well¬
being
KII Responsibility
and Emotional
well being

EH

External
Variables

Although figure 5 depicts the percentage response rates in the various
areas of the students' self-perceived changes, the quantitative analyses do
not show how the use of Reality Therapy components contributed to these
results. In order to explain these results more fully, the researcher included
the following descriptive excerpts from student responses.
In response to the question; "What happens when you have a problem
with your behavior?", the majority of students mentioned the fact that
teachers do not accept excuses for inappropriate behaviors. Teachers
confront the student about his/her actions and ask them to make a value
judgement. One of the students recalled this situation:
"When I'm having a problem with my behavior, like fooling
around in the lunch room and it gets rough, Dick [teacher]
comes over to the table. He says, "Okay, whats going on
here?" If I say, "Lippa’s bugging me," Dick won’t accept
that. What he says is, "No that's no excuse, I saw you punch
Lippa!" Then Dick says, "How are your actions helping
you? What are you going to do about it?" it’s like you make
a judgement right there. If I keep fooling around, I'll be in
more trouble and be dropped a level. So, I stop. It s a
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choice you make and you get another chance.
Another student cited this incident:
"When I first came to Reach, I came to school high one
morning. Hulkie took me out of class. In the office he got
me to admit that I smoked a joint before school. The
counselor and Hulkie helped me to write a plan. It spelled
out how I could take a serious look at what I was doing to
myself and how it affected my work and attitude. My plan
then was not to come to school high. You face what you're
doing and the plan gives you something to improve on."
One student expressed the advantage of making a plan for
improvement:
"It helped me to seriously look at some of the things I was
doing that upset my family and effected my school work. A
plan is good because you work it out with the counselor. It
is reasonable and its never impossible to do. I started with
simple plans that made sense to me. You're willing to
commit to them because the plan is personal. After a while
you can see how you change and feel better about yourself.
I'm on level 10 now and my grades are better.
In sum, the students identified making value judgements about their
behaviors, making a personal improvement plan, and making no excuses as
influential in increasing levels of personal responsibility.
Responses to question 13 were rated in terms of the degree to which
students felt they had progressed in the specific areas mentioned which were
coded on a three-point scale (none, some, a lot). These results are
summarized in Table 3
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TABLE 3
STRENGTH OF PROGRESS IN DIFFERENT AREAS

Number of students indicating:
Area

None

Some

A lot

Grades

0

19

1

Behavior

0

13

7

Teacher relationships

0

10

10

Peer relationships

1

15

4

It should be noted that interview responses such as these which
involved the assignment of scaled scores were checked by an independent
coder. Overall agreement between coders was 94%. This figure is based
on all items of the interview which required such judgement. The high
inter-rater reliability is in part due to the simple questions asked and the use
of three point scales wherever strength of response was measured.
A secondary level of analysis of the results involved the construction of
an intercorrelational matrix between all interview and attendance
information. Validity of the student’s self-report of perceived behavioral
progress is supported, for example, by the high correlation between
decrease in number of suspensions between traditional and alternative
schools and degree of progress in terms of behavior (r=.39, p< .05,1tailed). Also noteworthy among intercorrelation mvolvmg these vanables
are the strong correlations between responses to question 4a ("In what way
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does the school meet your personal needs?") and the relationship variables
in Table 2. Responses to 4a were coded for the degree to which personal
needs were met (yes, somewhat, no) and the two three point scales were
correlated. Progress in terms of teacher relations was strongly associated
with the degree to which personal needs were met (r=.5145, p=.01, 1tailed). Finally, progress in terms of peer relations was even more strongly
associated with satisfaction of personal needs (r=.6397, p=.001, 1-tailed).
These relationships illustrate the internal consistency of the students'
responses.
Meeting the Needs of Students
The degree to which Reach High School meets the needs of its students
was assessed not only with the Statements About Schools Inventory, but also
through obtained data using the semi-structured interview schedules. Some
questions in the interviews were direct, while other questions illicited
responses which indirectly reflect the students' belief that their needs were
met.
Direct questions included number 4: "In what way does this school
meet your needs? a) personal b) academic." Responses to this question were
rated on a three point scale (yes, somewhat, no) indicating the degree to
which the student conveyed that academic or personal needs had been met in
his/her case. The results are summarized in Figures 6a and 6b.
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Fig. 6

DEGREE TO WHICH STUDENTS' NEEDS ARE MET

No

a) Personal

a) Academic

Indirect questions which reflected degrees to which needs were met
included all parts of number 10: "What parts of the Level System help
you in your school work and behavior? (a) discussing my behavior (b)
accepting responsibility for my behavior (c) evaluating my behavior
(making a value judgement) (d) working positively with other students
(e) following through on assigned tasks and obligations (f) understanding
my values." Responses to the various parts of this question were rated on
a three point scale ( a lot, some, none) indicating how much each aspect
had helped meet needs (as expressed through improved work and
behaviors) from the perspective of the students. Rather than summarize
how students responded on these questions, these data are more
parsimoniously interpreted through a correlation approach identical to
the one used above which related responses between different questions.
The remaining two questions which indirectly reflected the degree
to which the students' needs were met were number 12: "What does this
school need to do to improve?" and number 14: "How would you
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describe this school to a student who was thinking of coming here?"
Responses to the former were rated in terms of the number of ways
toward improvement and the areas of improvement listed by each
student. It was assumed that a greater number of school deficits listed
implied a lesser degree to which the student's needs were fulfilled.
Responses to the latter questions were rated on a like-dislike continuum
(positive, ambivalent, negative). This was seen as an indirect measure of
the degree each student felt his/her own needs were met. The result of
this question are presented in Figure 7.
Fig. 7

ATTITUDE ABOUT REACH HIGH CONVEYED TO OTHERS

0%
This result in itself is significant since it suggests that the majority of
students at Reach High have a positive attitude about their school situation.
Switching to a correlational approach to these data, significant
correlations (p<.05, 1-tailed) were found to exist between a number of
these questions. The degree to which academic needs were met (4b) and the
number of deficits in the school (12) correlated negatively as predicted.
There were significant correlations between the degree to which personal
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needs were met (4a) and self assessed progress in teacher and peer
relationships (13c, d).
On the level system question (10a to 1 Of) there were significant sex
differences in response patterns seen through correlations between sex
and strength of attitude. Namely, girls tended to rely on the self
evaluation (13c) and task completion (13e) component of the level system
more than boys did (This difference was not verified by a t-test since it
does not relate directly to the research questions). Responsibility
acceptance (10b) correlated negatively, as predicted, with the number of
deficits the student listed in response to question 12. The internal
consistency of these correlations is supported by their tendency to
approach levels of significance with other interview items in a
predictable fashion. The degree to which students felt that working
positively with other students (lOd) was correlated positively with the
attitude conveyed to others about the school in question number 14 of the
interview.

Improved attendance and decreased truancy are both

associated with the degree to which students see self evaluation (13c) and
task completion (13e) as important elements of the level system.
Finally, with respect to the last question of what kind of an attitude
would students convey to others about Reach High (14), it is not
surprising that the item’s responses correlate significantly with the
students' direct response to the questions pertaining to their likes and
dislikes about the school. Again, this supports the internal consistency
of these interview-derived measures.
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SASI Staff and Students' Perceptions
The SASI results measures students' and staffs levels of satisfaction
with their school along the dimensions described in Chapter Three. Of
the 23 students and 6 teachers who completed the inventory, the
responses of 3 students and 3 teachers were not included in the summary
analysis since they failed to display sufficient internal consistency and
their validity was suspect. The number of teachers omitted by this
criterion was unusually high (50% of those answering the
questionnaire). Possible explanations include a number of job change
and job security factors which influence this particular teaching
population. Typically, teaching positions at Reach High are filled on a
temporary basis; there is a significant turnover rate in the teaching staff.
Some teachers begin at the school and do not stay long enough to see the
progress students make. This set of circumstances is not conducive to
job satisfaction and some of this may have influenced teachers' responses
on the SASI.
All scores reported here have been converted into standardized tscores calculated from 86 schools’ data collected to date. Conversion to
standardized scores was done by arbitrarily converting the mean score
for the 86 schools to a score of 50 and the standard deviation for each
array of scores for a scale of the instrument to 10. The instrument has
been used widely with both alternative and conventional high schools.
The alternative high school means are included in the results for
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purposes of comparison with Reach High results. The following table
summarizes the results.
TABLE 4
SUMMARY OF SASI SCORES

Security

Social

Actual

Ideal

Actual

Ideal

Students

45.76

51.66

45.70

51.20

Teachers

43.99

57.63

47.7

55.43

Alt. School Mean

47.25

50.99

51.07

54.04

Esteem

Self-Actualization

Actual

Ideal

Actual

Ideal

Students

43.70

51.46

43.22

50.46

Teachers

43.79

54.87

44.33

55.33

Alt. School Mean

50.06

54.03

50.47

54.01

Reach High's scores for both students and teachers were also plotted on
bar graphs in Figures 6 and 7. The box on the left side of the page presents
the four scale scores for the "actual" school for either students or teachers.
The solid line (score of 50) running horizontally through the center of the
bar graph is the mean for all high schools tested to date. The dot-dash line is
the mean for all alternative high schools tested thus far. The solid line
represents the mean score for one of the two respondent groups (students or

108

teachers). The box on the right presents the four scale scores for the
respondents' "ideal school".
Fig. 8

STUDENTS' JUDGEMENTS OF STUDENT NEEDS SCORES
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Fig. 9
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In general, Reach High's students and teachers perceive the school in
similar ways. Such an agreement is a healthy sign implying that teachers
are in tune with what is happening in the school. The responses of the top
three scales are similar enough to each other that general comments can be
made about them as a group. The SECURITY scale results require separate
comment.
On the SECURITY scale, the students’ actual score is quite similar to
the mean score for all alternative schools. In other words, Reach High’s
level of confidence is about average for an alternative school as far as the
students are concerned The teachers appear to be very dissatisfied with the
school's current level of control; the 1.36 standard deviation difference
between their actual and ideal scores reaches the level of significance of a 1tailed test (t=2.36, p<.05) even with the sample size of 3. The teachers
express a desire for increased control which may reflect job security. They
are saying that they would like to see a more stable, predictable
environment than the school has currently, a reasonable explanation
regarding this problem with stability may be due to the fact that the
alternative school had three changes in the position of principal since the
program began. These changes occurred during the academic school years
of 1984,1985 and 1986.
Social. Esteem and Self-Actualization
The results of the SOCIAL, ESTEEM AND SELFACTUALIZATION scales are all fairly similar to each other. (The
differences do not reach statistically significant levels). First, teachers and
students are in agreement about how the school is actually functioning in
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these three needs areas. Second, both groups see the school functioning
below, often well below, the average alternative high school. Third, the
differences between students' and teachers' perception of the school and
their ideals are sizable. (Regularly about 3/4 of a standard deviation but
still not enough to reach levels of statistical significance). Fourth, teachers'
ideals are somewhat higher than students. The differences are not large
(typically .3 to .5 of a standard deviation) and represent a difference
between students' and teachers' views that is often seen in high schools.
These differences probably are an indication that the students have a lower
expectation for what school should be able to do for them than their
teachers do.
Summary
Overall, students seem to have their needs met by the alternative
education program offered at Reach High. This conclusion is substantiated
from the data gathered on student behavior indices (attendance and
suspensions) where it was determined that attendance increased and
suspensions decreased significantly. Interview data support the premise
that students perceive the alternative program as meeting their academic
and behavioral needs. The general analysis revealed that students and staff
had positive perceptions regarding their experiences in the alternative high
school program.
The result of the teachers’ SASI Security Scale raised questions about
their sense of security. This sense of instability could have been attributed
to the fact that the SASI was administered to staff during the transition

period (departure of one principal and the arrival of a second principal).
Further interpretations of the results are addressed in Chapter Five.

CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction
Reach Alternative High School is a Reality Therapy based program
designed for adolescent students whose personal and educational needs
have not been met in their previous school settings. The purpose of this
study was to investigate how adolescents labelled "troubled" respond to
the use of Reality Therapy Procedures in a structured alternative school
environment through the analysis of staff and students perceptions and
attitudes. Twenty-three students and six staff members from a suburban
public alternative high school participated in this study.
A review of the literature relevant to this study focused on the
following pertinent areas: Overview of Alternative Educational
Programs; Historical Concept of Alternative Public Schools;
Environmental Characteristics of Alternative Schools; Alternative
Schools for Troubled Adolescents' and Reality Therapy Behavior
Management program.
Summary
The researcher used a bipartite process involving a mixture of
qualitative and quantitative techniques to obtain data necessary for the
study. The design of the study was divided into two distinct phases. The
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research method used in the first phase of the study consisted of
individual in-depth interviewing with staff and student subjects. The
second phase of the study involved a survey questionnaire, The
Statements About School Inventory, was administered to staff and

students at Reach High Alternative School. This instrument was used to
gather data about the proficiency of the alternative school environment in
meeting the needs of students. Attendance and suspension data were also
used as an indicator of behavioral change.
In determining the methods to conduct the study, this researcher
utilized intensive interviewing as the primary means of collecting data.
The interview schedules were formulated to collect data pertaining to
students' and staffs perceptions, opinions and attitudes toward the
alternative school program. The purpose of the interview schedules was
to insure that relevant topics regarding the Reach High Program would
be covered during the interview sessions and that there would be some
degree of consistency among the interviews. However, it was important
to the design of the study that the interview schedule remain flexible.
Thus, the semi-structured open-ended format of the interview schedule
allowed for this flexibility and did not impose a rigid structure in terms
of researcher and interview subject interactions.
Initially, the researcher conducted interviews with the staff
participants. The subjects were encouraged to reflect on their
experiences and to speak frankly about their involvement in the Reach
High School Program.

After completing the staff interviews, the researcher reviewed the
tape recordings and transcriptions for content analysis and data
grouping. The obtained data were analyzed using the principles of
constant comparative analysis advocated by Glasser and Straus (described
in Chapter III). A number of recurring themes emerged from the data
which became the basis of the categories and analytic conclusions
discussed in Chapter IV. Having completed the first set of staff
interviews, the researcher formulated the student interview schedule.
Twenty students were interviewed by the researcher for thirty minutes
and were also tape-recorded. A review of student tape recordings and
transcripts yielded sufficient data that were analyzed using quantitative
techniques. Student interview responses were coded, tabulated, and
assigned scaled scores. These responses were subsequently checked by an
independent coder.
In the second phase of the study, the researcher administered The
Statements About School Inventory to all the participants in the study.
This survey questionnaire was designed with an 88 item Likert-type scale
with five possible responses: (1) "almost always fits," (2) "often fits," (3)
"occasionally fits," (4) "seldom fits," (5) "almost never fits." The
purpose of utilizing this questionnaire was to augment the information
gathered from the interviews. This instrument yielded eight criterion
measures pertinent to teachers and students actual and ideal perceptions
regarding the degree to which students' needs are met in an alternative
school environment. Statistical treatment of the data was accomplished
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through t-tests. Results of the analysis were presented in Chapter IV.
In order to substantiate a number of responses from student
interviews the researcher collected data regarding absences and
suspensions from students' permanent records. These data were analyzed
by comparing the number of days absent and number of suspensions
during students' first year at the alternative high school to the average
number of days absent and the average number of suspensions during the
past academic year in their previous schools. A t-test was used to
evaluate the statistical significance at a p<.05 level. Results of the
analysis were presented in Chapter IV.
Conclusions
Three questions were addressed in this study. The questions and the
conclusions, based on the data collected during the study are presented
below:
The first question this study asked was: If students participate in a
Reality Therapy Program, will there be a decline in truancy and
disruptive behaviors? Data analysis of the differences of student
attendance rates and numbers of suspensions between the traditional and
alternative school. The percentage mean for the students attendance at
the alternative school was 83.30 as compared to 62.25 at the traditional
school. The differences between the means was 21.55. The level of
significance was p<.001. The analyses of students’ suspensions revealed
that the mean number of suspensions was 3.55 at the traditional high
school whereas the mean number of suspensions was .90 at the alternative

high school. Once again, based on a two tailed probability, the level of
significance was pc.OOl. The statistically significant differences in
increased attendance and decreased frequency of suspensions support the
claim that Reality Therapy principles that govern the forms of studentteacher interactions at Reach High are effective in reducing levels of
truancy and disruptive behaviors.
The second question that this study asked was: What changes do staff
and students perceive in themselves as a result of their involvement in the
Reach High Alternative Program?
Descriptive data from the interviews revealed that staff perceived
the following personal changes in themselves as a result of the alternative
program:
1.

The acquisition of a more tolerable and flexible approach in
working with troubled adolescents.

2.

An increased sense of personal power and self awareness
through the use of Reality Therapy techniques.

3.

Improved coping skills when dealing with troubled
adolescents.

4.

A more realistic approach in helping troubled adolescents
meet their needs.

However, Reach Alternative High Staff indicated a strong need for
security in comparison to both traditional and alternative high school
teachers. This result must be interpreted in light of certain situational
variables. Namely, the increased need for security was due to the
following factors; staff turnover, the departure of the principal, and a
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lack of hierarchical organization. These temporary conditions were
present during the time the SASI was administered. The positive results
of the staff interviews were due to the fact that the interviews were
conducted at an earlier phase of the study when these conditions were not
as pronounced.
Data analysis pertaining to self-perceived changes on the part of the
students were revealed in the following categorical changes:
1.

70% of the students indicated an increased level of

responsibility.
2.

30% of the students indicated emotional well being.

These analysis may be interpreted to mean that staff and students felt
that the alternative program helped them to change in more positive and
satisfying ways.
The third question addressed in this study was: Does the alternative
school environment meet the needs of troubled adolescents?
Needs were assessed by the Student Interview Schedule and the SASI
Interview data were broken down to Personal Needs and Academic
Needs with specific questions related to both of these areas. In general,
the students perceptions were positive in terms of needs and satisfaction.
This result was substantiated both directly and indirectly. Directly
through asking students a number of straight forward attitude questions
and indirectly through questions which were related to attitudes but not at
a salient level. All of these interview questions converged on the primary
issue of the degree to which these students needs were met. Overall, the
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issue of the degree to which these students needs were met. Overall, the
students' needs satisfaction was substantial.
The SASI was used to assess needs in four different areas (Security,
Social, Esteem and Self-Actualization). These results are presented in
detail in Chapter IV. In general. Reach High students do not differ
significantly from other alternative high school students.
Limitations
The conceptual framework of this case study was subject to certain
limitations which narrowed the study to manageable boundaries.
1.

Since only one alternative high school population was
investigated, the findings form this study cannot be
generalized beyond the population sample.

2.

This study was limited to those factors of influence and
sources of information determined solely by the SASI and
the interview schedule, and students school records.

Implications of the Findings
The implications of the findings are clear. Overall, Reality Therapy
behavior management procedures in an alternative high school program
are conducive to providing an educational environment that leads to a
greater needs satisfaction on the part of both students and teachers. A
closer examination suggests several implications:
The first implication has to do with teaching of the basic skills.
Since alternative schools strive to meet the psycho-social needs of
students, specifically for those students labelled troubled , one must
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insure that there is more emphasis on the basic secondary curricula such
that if any choose to go into higher college education, there will be some
possibility of success.
The second implication has to do with increased focus on Reality
Therapy behavior management in terms of a more cohesive and
consistent approach by alternative school staff. This could be
accomplished by periodic in-service training for both new and older staff
members. Various aspects of Reality Therapy procedures could be
emphasized such as reviewing the ten steps to discipline and including
some of the newer concepts of students team learning advocated by
Glasser in his book, Control Theory in the Classroom.
The third implication has to do with teacher education. A newer
approach to teacher education as needed for more successful alternative
programs. Teachers should be trained to deal with a population of
students that includes disruptive, truant, delinquent and social/emotional
behavioral difficulties. Staff should be selected to work in an alternative
school based on their training and experience in working with troubled
adolescents.
The fourth implication has to do with student governance. One
suggestion is that alternative high school students have a school council
where the majority of student issues and concerns can be addressed. The
interaction between staff and student council members could allow for
decisions regarding school improvements, functions, school rules and the
possibility of changes in elective, vocational and work study criteria.
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The fifth implication has to do with the staffs security needs. In
order to be more successful, the alternative school should focus on a
more stable structural organization. This would be beneficial in
reducing these security needs while maintaining the positive results of a
Reality Therapy based program.
The sixth implication is that students experience increased exposure
to Reality Therapy through more individual counseling. The results of
the study have demonstrated that the use of Reality Therapy principles
has improved the students' personal situation (needs satisfaction). Reality
Therapy counseling should explore how students academic needs can be
better met.
Recommendations for Further Study
Based on the analyses of the data obtained in this study and
conclusions reached in the process, the following recommendations are
made:
1.

A replication study should be conducted with a larger
sampling of students and teachers to verify satisfaction with
a given learning environment.

2.

Achievement test scores need to be included in other
research studies to ascertain whether there is a relationship
between students’ perceptions and attitudes toward
schooling and achievement.

3.

Research should be conducted to determine whether
teachers' perceptions and attitudes are affected in a given
learning environment.

4.

Future research should involve a longer timeframe than the
one existing in this study.
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5.

Future research should explore the effect that different
types of teachers have upon the development of students'
internal locus of control.

6.

Future research should explore other factors that constrict
or constrain how students feel about schooling; psycholsocial development, coupled with indices of achievement
could give some insight. In additions, researchers may want
to consider the social background, the communities in which
schools are located, and other variables such as resources
and parental involvement.

7.

A final recommendation: During the course of this research
study, the subjects expressed appreciation to the researcher
for the opportunity to discuss issues and concerns addressed
in this dissertation. A number of respondents stated that
their involvement in the study provided them with the
opportunity to address some of the concerns they had
regarding the program and to take specific actions to
improve their situations as a group. For example, the
students and staff are planning to revise the school rules
contained in the Level System allowing students to have
more of a say in making the rules. Inference here is that
when students help make the rules, they are more apt to
adhere to them. Another component that staff and students
plan to incorporate is language pertaining to Student Plans
for Improvement. Commitment and successful completion
of a Plan would help students attain a higher status on the
Level System. In the researcher's opinion, the idea that such
positive changes are a real possibility is perhaps the true
value of the study.

Appendices
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Appendix A

Reality Therapy Outline of Basic Steps
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1.

"Involvement"
This is the first and most important step in reality therapy. The helper
must become involved with students by being personal and friendly.
Involvement entails respectful, constructive communication (dialogue)
among teachers and students. Teachers can communicate respect and
encourage involvement by actively listening to students and using their
ideas.

2.

"What are you doing?"
When problem behavior occurs, it is first necessary to identify this
behavior. The helper (counselor, teacher) asks the student to merely
state what he is doing. Rather than taking a historical approach, the
focus is upon recent or present behavior.

3.

"Is it working"
At this point the helper asks the student to make a value judgement
about his behavior. Is this behavior helping him, the people around
him, or anybody? Are there any rules related to this behavior? The
helper may wish to objectively review the rules to ensure the student
understands their meaning and purpose.

4.

"Making a plan"
If a student is unsatisfied with his grades, relationships with his
classmates, or the consequences of his behavior, he is asked to make a
plan. In this step the helper and student explore specific behavioral
strategies which may be included in a plan to help the student change his
behavior and experience more success. A plan should be kept very
simple. Rather than expecting one plan to transform the student, many
plans, which build on the success of previous plans, should be
anticipated.

5.

"Commitment to follow the plan"
The plan must be modified until the student makes a
commitment to try the plan. It is helpful to have the plan in
writing, stating when, where and how the plan is to be initiated.
Since the student participates in the development of the plan,
decides what he wants to accomplish and determines what he is
willing to do to reach his objective, commitment to the plan does
not require coercion.
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6.

7.

"Check Back”
When commitment is made to follow the plan, a time should be
arranged for an evaluation of the success of the plan. "Is the
plan being followed?" "Are things better?"
a.

If the plan appears to be succeeding, the helper
should reinforce the student for following the plan.
Success at this plan may lead to a new plan: "What
are you going to do next to continue your success?"

b.

When the plan is not followed: Do not punish the
student. Dr. Glasser has studied the effects of
punishment. Generally, he has concluded that
punishment is ineffective because it does not teach
the student how to be more successful. If the plan is
not followed, recycle; that is, go back to step one,
start over, renew and strengthen the involvement.
Then, proceed again through the steps.

"Don't give up"
Be persistent. Things may be very frustrating for you as the
helper. It is important to request help and support from friends
and associates rather than try to go it alone.

Appendix B

Student and Staff Interviews
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Student Interview
Student #_
Grade_
1.

Why were you referred to the Alternative High School?
a) truancy
b) suspension
c) disruptive behavior
d) other

2.

Can you briefly describe your recent school performance
prior to entering Reach High?

3.

Do you feel comfortable about coming to this school?
a) What is the atmosphere like here?

4.

In what ways does this school meet your needs?
a) personal
b) academic

5.

What do you like most about this school?

6.

What do you like least about this school?
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7. What is the most important difference to you between this school
and your last school?

8. What changes do you see in yourself as a result of your involvement
in the Alternative High School program?

9. Describe how teachers and students relate to each other.

a) What are Teachers' attitudes about your class work?
b) What happens when you have a problem with your work?
c) What happens when you have a problem with your behavior?
d) What are you learning here?
e) What kinds of concerns do teachers have for students?
10. How much have each of the following parts of the level system
helped you in your school work and behavior?
a) discussing my behavior with the staff
none.some.a lot
b) accepting responsibility for my behavior
none-some—.-a lot
c) evaluating my behavior (making a value judgement)
none.some.a lot
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d) working positively with other students
none.some.a lot
e) following through on assigned tasks and obligations
none.some.a lot
f) understanding my values
none.some.-.-a lot
11. To what extent are students involved in the life of the school?
a) school meeting
b) planning student activities
c) decision making
d) other
12

What does this school need to improve?

13. Can you briefly describe your progress since entering this school?
a) course work
b) behavior
c) relationships with teachers
d) peer relationships
e) specific issues (like drugs, sexuality, etc.)
14. How would you describe this school to a student who was
thing of coming here?
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Staff Interview
1.

If Reality Therapy is the cornerstone of the alternative high
school program, how do you view Reality Therapy? Can you
tell me in your own words what it means to you?

2.

What do you see as the major advantages to this approach with
adolescents?

3.

What are the drawbacks?

4.

In working with the alternative high school students, what
kinds of situations do you encounter most frequently?

5.

Can you cite some critical incidents where Reality Therapy
techniques were particularly effective?
a) What were the circumstances leading up to it?
b) Describe what you did
c) What was the outcome?

6.

Can you recall a particular instance where techniques or
strategies from the Reality Therapy program was not
successful?
a) What were the circumstances leading up to it?
b) Describe what you did
c) What was the outcome?

7.

In your opinion, how could the Reality Therapy-based
program be improved?

8.

Based on your experience, what would you say are the
strengths of the program?

9.

What weaknesses do you see in the program? (probe
suitability for students, use by staff, etc.)

10. Let me ask you to think now about the changes you see in
yourself because of this program. How have you changed
since you began this program?
11. What kinds of staff conflicts have occurred here?
12. What kind of staff is needed to run a program like this?
13. If you had the power to change things about the program,
what would you make different?
14. Do you have any other comments you might want to make
about the program that we have not touched upon?
You've given me a lot of information about your experiences
this program. Now I would like to ask you about your
recommendations for this program.

Appendix C
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Statements About Schools
Inventory
Part I

We would like to know your opinion of your school. Please read
each statement and then decide how well it fits your school. If you feel
the statement almost always fits your school, blacken the circle under A
on the accompanying Answer Sheet. If you feel it often fits, blacken the
circle under B; if the statement occasionally fits, blacken the circle under
C, and so on.
When you have completed part I (44 items) raise your hand and we
will collect it and give you part II. Do your best to respond to every
statement. Please ask for help if you have any questions.
1.
Teachers want students to succeed.
2.
Students play and important role in what and how we learn.
3.
The teachers here are enthusiastic.
4.
Self-expression is encouraged here.
5.
Teachers relax with students.
6.
This school is well organized.
7.
Teachers and students are close.
8.
Teachers enforce the rules here.
10.
People support each other.
11.
Students are encouraged to use their imagination.
12.
Teachers show concern for students.
13.
Students are encouraged to experiment with new ways of
doing things.
14.
Students feel successful.
15.
Helping each other is encouraged here.
16.
This school provides many opportunities for personal

development.
17.
18.
19.

Students have rights in this school.
This school is an orderly place.
Each student feels worthwhile here.
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20.
There is an openness to new ideas here.
21.
Students have lots of opportunities to display their
individual talents.
22.
Students usually conduct themselves properly.
23.
Students are trusted to do the right thing.
24.
This school has a very stable environment.
25.
Controlling students is emphasized here.
26.
Self-expression is encouraged here.
27.
Teachers help students to feel good about themselves.
28.
Students are treated as mature persons.
29.
Students know what to expect here.
30.
Students are encouraged to be creative.
31.
Permission is necessary to leave the class.
32.
Each student feels worthwhile here.
33.
Each person feels important in this school.
34.
Students have opportunities to produce original ideas and
materials.
35.
Students are involved in the life of the schools
36.
Students and teachers do things together here.
37.
This school believe students can become better people.
38.
This school runs smoothly.
39.
Students and teachers feel a sense of community here.
40.
This school helps students feel important.
41.
Teachers enforce the rules here.
42.
Teachers show concern for students.
43.
This is a friendly place.
44.
This school provides a steady and predictable climate.
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Statements About Schools
Inventory
Part I

On part II, we have put the same statements in a different order.
This time, however, we would like you to describe your ideal schoolone you would most like to attend (or teach in, if you are a teacher).
Please read each statement and decide how well it fits your ideal school,
blacken in the circle under A on the the accompanying Answer Sheet. If
you feel it often fits, blacken in the circle B; if the statement occasionally
fits your school, blacken in the circle under C, and so on.
Begin with item 51 on the Answer Sheet. Again, your opinion is
what matters to us. Do your best to respond to every statement.
51.
Students have opportunities to produce original ideas and materials
52.
This school has a very stable environment.
53.
Students are treated as mature persons.
54.
Students are encouraged to use their imagination.
55.
Controlling students is emphasized here.
56.
Each student feels worthwhile here.
57.
This school provides many opportunities for personal
development.
58.
This school provides a steady and predictable climate.
59.
Students feels successful.
60.
Teachers and students are close.
61.
Teachers relax with students.
62.
Teachers want students to succeed.
63.
Students have lots of opportunities to display their individual
talents.
64.
Self-expression is encouraged here.
65.
There are many ways for students to be recognized for their
efforts.
66.
The teachers here are enthusiastic.
67.
This school helps students feel important.
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68.
Students play and important role in what and how they leam.
69.
Students know what to expect here.
70.
This is a friendly place.
71.
Students usually conduct themselves properly.
72.
Students are trusted to do the right thing.
73.
Students and teachers feel a sense of community here.
74.
This school runs smoothly.
75.
Permission is necessary to leave the class.
76.
Students are encouraged to experiment with new ways of doing
things.
77.
Students and teachers do things together here.
78.
Each person feels important in this school.
79.
Students have rights in this school.
80.
This school is an orderly place.
81.
Teachers enforce the rules here.
82.
This school is well organized.
83.
This school believes students can become better people.
84.
There is an openess to new ideas here.
85.
Helping each other is encouraged here.
86.
People support each other.
87.
Teachers help students to feel good about themselves.
88.
Teachers show concern for students.
89.
Students are encouraged to be creative.
90.
Students are involved in the life of the school.
END OF PART II
PLEASE CHECK THE ACCURACY OF YOUR RESPONSES
RAISE YOUR HAND TO HAVE YOUR MATERIALS COLLECTED
THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELP

Appendix D

Written Consent Forms

137

138

WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
THE IMPACT OF A REALITY THERAPY
BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT PROGRAM ON
TROUBLED ADOLESCENTS IN AN
ALTERNATIVE PUBLIC SCHOOL
Research conducted by: Elizabeth A. Tamborella
Dear Colleague:
As a doctoral candidate of the University of Massachusetts,
School of Education at Amherst, my individual research is focused on
Alternative Secondary School Program development. My work as a
Psychologist in the High School during the past three years has given
me the opportunity to work closely with the staff and students at the
high school. This experience permitted me to gain insight into the
issues and needs of all individuals directly involved in the High School
program.
One major component of the research for my dissertation study
is in-depth interviews with nine randomly selected Alternative High
School staff members. I am requesting your voluntary written consent
below to participate in one thirty-minute interview.
The interview will entail a series of questions pertaining to your
opinions and perceptions about the school’s academic and behavioral
programs. The intent of the interview will be to gather appropriate
data in terms of how you view the Alternative High program as well as
your opinions regarding program change and improvements.
Any questions you have concerning the research can be
addressed to me at any time at: 38 Delia Walker Avenue, So.
Weymouth, MA 02190, (617) 337-3354.
The thirty-minute interview will be taped and transcribed by
me. Each interview and subsequent documentation will be coded in
order to maintain full anonymity. In all the documentation that may
result from your interview, your name, the name of your school, or
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the specific names of others identified during the course of the
interview will not be used. I will use the results of the interview in my
dissertation, subsequent journal articles, presentations, and related
academic work.
At any time during the interview you may freely elect to
withdraw from participating and request that the interview not be used
in my research.
In addition, you may withdraw your consent to have specific
excerpts from your interview used in any documentation by notifying
me in writing within thirty days of the interview.
In signing this form, you agree to the use of the materials from
the interview as indicated above. If I desire to use the materials from
the interview in any way not consistent with what is stated above, I will
contact you to obtain your additional written consent.
In signing this form, you are also assuring me that you will
make no fmancial claims on me for the use of the material in your
interview.
Finally, in signing this form, you are stating that no medical
treatment will be required by you from the university of Massachusetts
should any physical injury result from participating in or traveling to
or from the interview.

__have read the above statement and
agree to participate as an interviewee under the conditions stated
above.
(signature of participant)

(signature of interviewer)

(date)
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WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
THE IMPACT OF A REALITY THERAPY
BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT PROGRAM ON
TROUBLED ADOLESCENTS IN AN
ALTERNATIVE PUBLIC SCHOOL
Research conducted by: Elizabeth A. Tamborella
Dear Parent:
As a doctoral candidate of the University of Massachusetts,
School of Education at Amherst, my individual research is focused on
Alternative Secondary School Program development. My work as a
School Adjustment Counselor in the Alternative High School during
the past three years has given me the opportunity to work closely with
the staff and students at the high school. This experience permitted me
to gain insight into the issues and needs of all individuals directly
involved in the Alternative high school program.
One major component of the research for my dissertation study is indepth interviews with twenty Weymouth Alternative High School
students. I am requesting your voluntary written consent for
__ to participate in one thrity-minute
interview
(name)
The interview will entail a series of questions pertaining to your
son’s/daughter’s opinions and perceptions about the school’s academic
and behavioral programs. The intent of the interview will be to gather
appropriate data in terms of how you view the Alternative High
program as well as their opinions regarding program change and
improvements.
Any questions you have concerning the research can be
addressed to me at any time at: 38 Delia Walker Avenue, So.
Weymouth, MA 02190, (617) 337-3354.
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The thirty-minute interview will be taped and transcribed by
me. Each interview and subsequent documentation will be coded in
order to maintain full anonymity. In all the documentation that may
result from your son's/daughter's interview, your name, the name of
your school, or the specific names of others identified during the
course of the interview will not be used. I will use the results of the
interview in my dissertation, subsequent journal articles,
presentations, and related academic work.
At any time during the interview your son/daughter may freely
elect to withdraw from participating and request that the interview not
be used in my research.
In addition, you may withdraw your consent to have specific
excerpts from your son's/daughter's interview used in any documentation
by notifying me in writing within thirty days of the interview.
In signing this form, you agree to the use of the materials from
the interview as indicated above. If I desire to use the materials from
the interview in any way not consistent with what is stated above, I will
contact you to obtain your additional written consent.
In signing this form, you are also assuring me that you will
make no fmancial claims on me for the use of the material in your
son's/daughter's interview.

_have read the above statement and
agree to allow my son/daughter to participate as an interviewee under
the conditions stated above.
(signature of parent)

(signature of participant)

(signature of interviewer)

(date)
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December 22, 1985
Professor Kenneth A. Parker
University of Massachusetts
418 Hills House North
Amherst, MA
Dear Professor Parker,
Elizabeth A. Tamborella has permission to conduct a study in the
Public Schools which will focus on the impact of a Reality Therapy
Behavior Management Program on troubled adolescents in an
alternative high school setting. She has permission to tape record
interviews of any student whose parent grants permission for his/her
child to participate in this study.
Sincerely Yours,

Leon H. Farrin
Superintendent of School
LHF:pd
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Discipline vs. Punishment
For discipline school must:
1.
Be a good place
2.
Have students who know the rules
3.
... and agree with the rules
4.
... and have a say in making the rules
5.
... and know what will happen if they break the rules
Taking the natural consequences is not punitive as long as the behavior
be an option to do something better.
Punishment is enforcing rules with pain or the threat of pain. Let us
avoid this method.
Let us run the kind of home and school where people want to obey
because they car about each other and because it makes a better world.
MISBEHAVIORS ARE MISTAKES NOT SINS
Differences Between the Terms Discipline and Punishment
la.

Punishment expresses power of personal authority. It is usually
painful and based on retribution or revenge (what happened
in the past) It is arbitrary.

lb.

Discipline is based on logical consequences and express the
reality of the social order (mles which must be learned in
order to function adequately). Concerned with what will
happen now, the present.

2a.

Punishment is imposed. (Done to someone). Responsibility is
assumed by the punisher.

2b.

With Discipline responsibility is assumed by the behaver. It
comes from within and is desired.
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3a.

With punishment, options are closed for the individual

3b.

With Discipline, options are always kept open so individuals can
choose to improve his or her won behavior.

4a.

Punishment is a teaching process which usually reinforces
failure identity. It is especially negative and short term,
without sustained personal improvement.

4b.

With discipline, options are always kept open so an individual
can choose to improve his behavior.

5a.

Punishment is open or concealed anger.

5b.

Discipline is friendly.

6a.

Punishment is easy or expedient

6b.

Discipline is difficult and time-consuming.
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